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				I

				Murder!

			
			The back streets sur­round­ing Hat­ton Garden, in the City of Lon­don, do not form at the best of times a cheer­ful or in­spir­ing pro­spect. Nar­row and mean, and flanked with ugly, sor­did-look­ing build­ings grimy from ex­pos­ure to the smoke and fogs of the town and drab from the want of fresh paint, they can hardly fail to strike dis­cour­age­ment in­to the heart of any­one eager for the up­lift of our twen­ti­eth cen­tury civil­isa­tion.

			But if on a day of cheer­ful sun­shine the out­look is thus mel­an­choly, it was vastly more so at ten o’clock on a cer­tain dreary even­ing in mid-Novem­ber. A wa­tery moon, only par­tially vis­ible through a damp mist, lit up pal­lidly the squal­id, shuttered fronts of the houses. The air was cold and raw, and the pave­ments showed dark from a fine rain which had fallen some time earli­er, but which had now ceased. Few were abroad, and no one whose busi­ness per­mit­ted it re­mained out of doors.

			Huckley Street, one of the nar­row­est and least in­vit­ing in the dis­trict, was, in­deed, deser­ted save for a single fig­ure. Though the high­er and more eth­ic­al side of civil­isa­tion was not ob­trus­ive, it was by no means ab­sent. The fig­ure rep­res­en­ted Law and Or­der, in short, it was that of a po­lice­man on his beat.

			Con­stable James Al­corn moved slowly for­ward, glan­cing mech­an­ic­ally but with prac­tised eye over the shuttered win­dows of the shops and the closed doors of the of­fices and ware­houses in his pur­view. He was not ima­gin­at­ive, the con­stable, or he would have re­belled even more strongly than he did against the wear­i­ness and mono­tony of his job. A dog’s life, this of night patrol in the City, he thought, as he stopped at a cross roads, and looked down each one in turn of the four dingy and deser­ted lanes which ra­di­ated from the in­ter­sec­tion. How deadly de­press­ing it all was! Noth­ing ever do­ing! Noth­ing to give a man a chance! In the day­time it was not so bad, when the streets were alive and fel­low creatures were to be seen, if not spoken to, but at night when there was no one to watch, and noth­ing to be done but wait end­lessly for the op­por­tun­ity which nev­er came, it was a thank­less task. He was fed up!

			But though he didn’t know it, his chance was at hand. He had passed through Charles Street and had turned in­to Hat­ton Garden it­self, when sud­denly a door swung open a little way down the street, and a young man ran wildly out in­to the night.

			The door was dir­ectly un­der a street lamp, and Al­corn could see that the youth’s fea­tures were frozen in­to an ex­pres­sion of hor­ror and alarm. He hovered for a mo­ment ir­res­ol­ute, then, see­ing the con­stable, made for him at a run.

			“Of­ficer!” he shouted. “Come here quickly. There’s some­thing wrong!”

			Al­corn, his de­pres­sion gone, hur­ried to meet him.

			“What is it?” he quer­ied. “What’s the mat­ter?”

			“Murder, I’m afraid,” the oth­er cried. “Up in the of­fice. Come and see.”

			The door from which the young man had emerged stood open, and they hastened thith­er. It gave on a stair­case upon which the elec­tric light was turned on. The young man raced up and passed through a door on the first land­ing. Al­corn, fol­low­ing, found him­self in an of­fice con­tain­ing three or four desks. A fur­ther door lead­ing to an in­ner room stood open, and to this the young man poin­ted.

			“In there,” he dir­ec­ted; “in the Chief’s room.”

			Here also the light was on, and as Al­corn passed in, he saw that he was in­deed in the pres­ence of tragedy, and he stood for a mo­ment mo­tion­less, tak­ing in his sur­round­ings.

			The room was small, but well pro­por­tioned. Near the win­dow stood a roll-top desk of old-fash­ioned design. A leath­er-lined cli­ents’ arm­chair was close by, with be­hind it a well-filled book­case. In the fire­place the re­mains of a fire still glowed red. A table littered with books and pa­pers and a large Mil­ner safe com­pleted the fur­niture. The doors of this safe were open.

			Al­corn mech­an­ic­ally noted these de­tails, but it was not on them that his at­ten­tion was first con­cen­trated. Be­fore the safe lay the body of a man, hunched for­ward in a heap, as if he had col­lapsed when stoop­ing to take some­thing out. Though the face was hid­den, there was that in the at­ti­tude which left no doubt that he was dead. And the cause of death was equally ob­vi­ous. On the back of the bald head, just above the fringe of white hair, was an ugly wound, as if from a blow of some blunt but heavy weapon.

			With an oath, Al­corn stepped for­ward and touched the cheek.

			“Cold,” he ex­claimed. “He must have been dead some time. When did you find him?”

			“Just now,” the young man answered. “I came in for a book, and found him ly­ing there. I ran for help at once.”

			The con­stable nod­ded.

			“We’d best have a doc­tor any­way,” he de­cided. A tele­phone stood on the top of the desk, and he called up his headquar­ters, ask­ing that an of­ficer and a doc­tor be sent at once. Then he turned to his com­pan­ion.

			“Now, sir, what’s all this about? Who are you, and how do you come to be here?”

			The young man, though ob­vi­ously agit­ated and ill at ease, answered col­lec­tedly enough.

			“My name is Orch­ard, Wil­li­am Orch­ard, and I am a clerk in this of­fice—Duke & Pe­abody’s, dia­mond mer­chants. As I have just said, I called in for a book I had for­got­ten, and I found—what you see.”

			“And what did you do?”

			“Do? I did what any­one else would have done in the same cir­cum­stances. I looked to see if Mr. Geth­ing was dead, and when I saw he was I didn’t touch the body, but ran for help. You were the first per­son I saw.”

			“Mr. Geth­ing?” the con­stable re­peated sharply. “Then you know the dead man?”

			“Yes. It is Mr. Geth­ing, our head clerk.”

			“What about the safe? Is there any­thing miss­ing from that?”

			“I don’t know,” the young man answered. “I be­lieve there were a lot of dia­monds in it, but I don’t know what amount, and I’ve not looked what’s there now.”

			“Who would know about it?”

			“I don’t sup­pose any­one but Mr. Duke, now Mr. Geth­ing’s dead. He’s the chief, the only part­ner I’ve ever seen.”

			Con­stable Al­corn paused, evid­ently at a loss as to his next move. Fi­nally, fol­low­ing pre­ced­ent, he took a some­what dog’s-eared note­book from his pock­et, and with a stumpy pen­cil began to note the par­tic­u­lars he had gleaned.

			“Geth­ing, you say the dead man’s name was? What was his first name?”

			“Charles.”

			“Charles Geth­ing, de­ceased,” the con­stable re­peated presently, evid­ently read­ing his entry. “Yes. And his ad­dress?”

			“12 Monk­ton Street, Ful­ham.”

			“Twelve—Monk­ton—Street—Ful­ham. Yes. And your name is Wil­li­am Orch­ard?”

			Slowly the te­di­ous cat­ech­ism pro­ceeded. The two men formed a con­trast. Al­corn calm and mat­ter of fact, though breath­ing heav­ily from the ef­fort of writ­ing, was con­cerned only with mak­ing a sat­is­fact­ory state­ment for his su­per­i­or. His in­form­ant, on the oth­er hand, was quiv­er­ing with sup­pressed ex­cite­ment, and acutely con­scious of the si­lent and mo­tion­less form on the floor. Poor old Geth­ing! A kindly old fel­low, if ever there was one! It seemed a shame to let his body lie there in that shape­less heap, without show­ing even the re­spect of cov­er­ing the in­jured head with a handker­chief. But the mat­ter was out of his hands. The po­lice would fol­low their own meth­ods, and he, Orch­ard, could not in­ter­fere.

			Some ten minutes passed of ques­tion, an­swer, and la­bor­i­ous ca­li­graphy, then voices and steps were heard on the stairs, and four men entered the room.

			“What’s all this, Al­corn?” cried the first, a stout, clean-shaven man with the ob­vi­ous stamp of au­thor­ity, in the same phrase that his sub­or­din­ate had used to the clerk, Orch­ard. He had stepped just in­side the door, and stood look­ing sharply round the room, his glance passing from the con­stable to the body, to the open safe, with in­im­ic­al in­terest to the young clerk, and back again to Al­corn.

			The con­stable stiffened to at­ten­tion, and replied in a stol­id, un­emo­tion­al tone, as if re­cit­ing form­al evid­ence in court.

			“I was on my beat, sir, and at about ten-fif­teen was just turn­ing the corner from Charles Street in­to Hat­ton Garden, when I ob­served this young man,” he in­dic­ated Orch­ard with a ges­ture, “run out of the door of this house. He called me that there was some­thing wrong up here, and I came up to see, and found that body ly­ing as you see it. Noth­ing has been touched, but I have got some in­form­a­tion here for you.” He held up the note­book.

			The new­comer nod­ded and turned to one of his com­pan­ions, a tall man with the un­mis­tak­able stamp of the med­ic­al prac­ti­tion­er.

			“If you can sat­is­fy your­self the man’s dead, Doc­tor, I don’t think we shall dis­turb the body in the mean­time. It’ll prob­ably be a case for the Yard, and if so we’ll leave everything for who­ever they send.”

			The doc­tor crossed the room and knelt by the re­mains.

			“He’s dead all right,” he an­nounced, “and not so long ago either. If I could turn the body over I could tell you more about that. But I’ll leave it if you like.”

			“Yes, leave it for the mo­ment, if you please. Now, Al­corn, what else do you know?”

			A few seconds suf­ficed to put the con­stable’s in­form­a­tion at his su­per­i­or’s dis­pos­al. The lat­ter turned to the doc­tor.

			“There’s more than murder here, Dr. Jordan, I’ll be bound. That safe is the key to the af­fair. Thank the Lord, it’ll be a job for the Yard. I shall phone them now, and there should be a man here in half an hour. Sorry, Doc­tor, but I’m afraid you’ll have to wait.” He turned to Orch­ard. “You’ll have to wait, too, young man, but the Yard in­spect­or prob­ably won’t keep you long. Now, what about this old man’s fam­ily? Was he mar­ried?”

			“Yes, but his wife is an in­val­id, bedrid­den. He has two daugh­ters. One lives at home and keeps house, the oth­er is mar­ried and lives some­where in town.”

			“We shall have to send round word. You go, Car­son.” He turned to one of the two oth­er mem­bers of his quar­tet, con­stables in uni­form. “Don’t tell the old lady. If the daugh­ter’s not there, wait un­til she comes in. And put your­self at her dis­pos­al. If she wants her sis­ter sent for, you go. You, Jack­son, go down to the front door and let the Yard man up. Al­corn, re­main here.” These dis­pos­i­tions made, he rang up the Yard and de­livered his mes­sage, then turned once more to the young clerk.

			“You say, Mr. Orch­ard, that no one could tell what, if any­thing, is miss­ing from the safe, ex­cept Mr. Duke, the sole act­ive part­ner. We ought to have Mr. Duke here at once. Is he on the phone?”

			“Ger­ard, 1417B,” Orch­ard answered promptly. The young man’s agit­a­tion had some­what sub­sided, and he was fol­low­ing with in­terest the ac­tions of the po­lice, and ad­mir­ing the con­fid­ent, com­pet­ent way in which they had taken charge.

			The of­fi­cial once again took down the re­ceiv­er from the top of the desk, and put through the call. “Is Mr. Duke there? … Yes, say a su­per­in­tend­ent of po­lice.” There was a short si­lence, and then the man went on. “Is that Mr. Duke? … I’m speak­ing from your of­fice in Hat­ton Garden. I’m sorry, sir, to tell you that a tragedy has taken place here. Your chief clerk, Mr. Geth­ing, is dead. … Yes, sir. He’s ly­ing in your private of­fice here, and the cir­cum­stances point to murder. The safe is stand­ing open, and—Yes, sir, I’m afraid so—I don’t know, of course, about the con­tents. … No, but you couldn’t tell from that. … I was go­ing to sug­gest that you come down at once. I’ve phoned Scot­land Yard for a man. … Very good, sir, we shall be here when you come.” He re­placed the re­ceiv­er and turned to the oth­ers.

			“Mr. Duke is com­ing down at once. There is no use in our stand­ing here. Come to the out­er of­fice and we’ll find ourselves chairs.”

			It was cold in the gen­er­al of­fice, the fire evid­ently hav­ing been out for some time, but they sat down there to wait, the Su­per­in­tend­ent point­ing out that the fur­niture in the oth­er room must not be touched. Of the four, only the Su­per­in­tend­ent seemed at ease and self-sat­is­fied. Orch­ard was vis­ibly nervous and ap­pre­hens­ive and fid­geted rest­lessly, Con­stable Al­corn, slightly em­bar­rassed by the so­ci­ety in which he found him­self, sat ri­gidly on the edge of his chair star­ing straight in front of him, while the doc­tor was frankly bored and anxious to get home. Con­ver­sa­tion lan­guished, though spas­mod­ic at­tempts were made by the Su­per­in­tend­ent to keep it go­ing, and none of the quar­tet was sorry when the sound of foot­steps on the stairs cre­ated a di­ver­sion.

			Of the three men who entered the room, two, car­ry­ing black leath­er cases, were ob­vi­ously po­lice con­stables in plain clothes. The third was a stout man in tweeds, rather un­der middle height, with a clean-shaven, good-hu­moured face and dark blue eyes which, though keen, twinkled as if at some per­en­ni­ally fresh private joke. His air was easy­going and leis­urely, and he looked the type of man who could en­joy a good din­ner and a good smoke-room story to fol­low.

			“Ah, Su­per­in­tend­ent, how are you?” he ex­claimed, hold­ing out his hand cor­di­ally. “It’s some time since we met. Not since that little epis­ode in the Lime­house hairdress­er’s. That was a nasty busi­ness. And now you’ve some oth­er scheme for keep­ing a poor man from his hard-earned rest, eh?”

			The Su­per­in­tend­ent seemed to find the oth­er’s easy fa­mili­ar­ity out of place.

			“Good even­ing, In­spect­or,” he answered with of­fi­cial ab­rupt­ness. “You know Dr. Jordan?—In­spect­or French of the C.I.D. And this is Mr. Orch­ard, a clerk in this of­fice, who dis­covered the crime.”

			In­spect­or French greeted them gen­i­ally. Be­hind his back at the Yard they called him “Soapy Joe” be­cause of the re­li­ance he placed on the suav­ity of his man­ners. “I know your name, of course, Doc­tor, but I don’t think we have ever met. Pleased to make your ac­quaint­ance, Mr. Orch­ard.” He sub­sided in­to a chair and went on: “Per­haps, Su­per­in­tend­ent, you would just give me a hint of what this is all about be­fore we go any fur­ther.”

			The facts already learned were soon re­cited. French listened care­fully, and an­nex­ing the con­stable’s note­book, com­pli­men­ted that worthy on his in­dustry. “Well,” he beamed on them, “I sup­pose we’d bet­ter have a look round in­side be­fore Mr. Duke turns up.”

			The party moved to the in­ner room, where French, his hands in his pock­ets, stood mo­tion­less for some minutes, sur­vey­ing the scene.

			“Noth­ing has been touched, of course?” he asked.

			“Noth­ing. From what they tell me, both Mr. Orch­ard and Con­stable Al­corn have been most cir­cum­spect.”

			“Ex­cel­lent; then we may go ahead. Get your cam­era rigged, Giles, and take the usu­al pho­tos. I think, gen­tle­men, we may wait in the oth­er room un­til the pho­to­graphs are taken. It won’t be long.”

			Though French had tact­fully bowed his com­pan­ions out, he did not him­self fol­low them, but kept prowl­ing about the in­ner of­fice, closely in­spect­ing its con­tents, though touch­ing noth­ing. In a few minutes the cam­era was ready, and a num­ber of flash­light pho­to­graphs were taken of the body, the safe, every part of both of­fices, and even the stairs and hall. In the amaz­ing way in which tales of dis­aster travel, news of the crime had already leaked out, and a small crowd of the curi­ous hung, open-mouthed, about the door.

			Scarcely had the cam­era been put away, when the pro­ceed­ings were in­ter­rup­ted by a fresh ar­rival. Hur­ried steps were heard as­cend­ing the stairs, and a tall, thin, ex­tremely well-dressed old gen­tle­man entered the room. Though evid­ently on the wrong side of sixty, he was still a hand­some man, with strong, well-formed fea­tures, white hair, and a good car­riage. Un­der nor­mal cir­cum­stances he would have presen­ted a dig­ni­fied and kindly ap­pear­ance, but now his face was drawn in­to an ex­pres­sion of hor­ror and dis­tress, and his hasty move­ments also be­tokened his anxi­ety. On see­ing so many strangers, he hes­it­ated. The In­spect­or stepped for­ward.

			“Mr. Duke, sir? I am In­spect­or French of the Crim­in­al In­vest­ig­a­tion De­part­ment of New Scot­land Yard. I very much re­gret to con­firm the news which you have already heard, that your head clerk, Mr. Geth­ing, has been murdered, and I fear also that your safe may have been burgled.”

			It was evid­ent that the old gen­tle­man was ex­per­i­en­cing strong emo­tion, but he con­trolled it and spoke quietly enough.

			“This is ter­rible news, In­spect­or. I can hardly be­lieve that poor old Geth­ing is gone. I came at once when I heard. Tell me the de­tails. Where did it hap­pen?”

			French poin­ted to the open door.

			“In here, sir, in your private of­fice. Everything is still ex­actly as it was found.”

			Mr. Duke moved for­ward, then on see­ing the body, stopped and gave a low cry of hor­ror.

			“Oh, poor old fel­low!” he ex­claimed. “It’s aw­ful to see him ly­ing there. Aw­ful! I tell you, In­spect­or, I’ve lost a real friend, loy­al and true and de­pend­able. Can’t he be lif­ted up? I can’t bear to see him like that.” His gaze passed on to the safe. “And the safe! Mer­ci­ful heav­ens, In­spect­or! Is any­thing gone? Tell me at once, I must know! It seems heart­less to think of such a thing with that good old fel­low ly­ing there, but after all I’m only hu­man.”

			“I haven’t touched the safe, but we’ll do so dir­ectly,” the In­spect­or answered. “Was there much in it?”

			“About three-and-thirty thou­sand pounds’ worth of dia­monds were in that lower draw­er, as well as a thou­sand in notes,” groaned the oth­er. “Get the body moved, will you, and let us look.”

			French whistled, then he turned to his men.

			“Get that table cleared out­side there, and lift the body on to it,” he ordered; then to the doc­tor he ad­ded, “Per­haps, Doc­tor, you could make your ex­am­in­a­tion now?”

			The re­mains were lif­ted rev­er­ently and car­ried from the room. Mr. Duke turned im­pa­tiently to the safe, but the In­spect­or stopped him.

			“A mo­ment, sir, if you please. I am sorry to ask you to stretch your pa­tience a little longer, but be­fore you touch the safe I must test it for fin­ger prints. You see the ob­vi­ous ne­ces­sity?”

			“I would wait all night if it would help you to get on the track of the scoun­drels who have done this,” the old gen­tle­man answered grimly. “Go on in your own way. I can re­strain my­self.”

			With a word of ap­prov­al, In­spect­or French fetched one of the cases brought by his as­sist­ants, and pro­du­cing little boxes of French chalk and of lamp­black, he pro­ceeded to dust over the smooth por­tions of the safe, us­ing white powder on a dark back­ground and vice versa. On blow­ing off the sur­plus powder, he poin­ted tri­umphantly to a num­ber of fin­ger prints, ex­plain­ing that the mois­ture de­pos­ited from the skin held the powder, which oth­er­wise dropped off. Most of the marks were blurred and use­less, but a few showed clearly the little loops and whorls and ridges of thumbs and fin­gers.

			“Of course,” French went on, “these may all be quite use­less. They may be those of per­sons who had a per­fect right to open the safe—your own, for in­stance. But if they be­long to the thief, if there was one, their im­port­ance may be in­cal­cul­able. See here now, I can open this draw­er without touch­ing any of them.”

			Mr. Duke was clearly at the end of his pa­tience, and he kept fid­get­ing about, clasp­ing and un­clasp­ing his hands, and show­ing every sign of ex­treme im­pa­tience and un­eas­i­ness. As the draw­er opened, he stepped for­ward and plunged in his hand.

			“Gone!” he cried hoarsely. “They’re all gone! Thirty-three thou­sand pounds’ worth! Oh, my God! It means ru­in.” He covered his face with his hands, then went on un­stead­ily. “I feared it, of course. I thought it must be the dia­monds when the of­ficer rang me up. I have been try­ing to face it ever since. I shouldn’t care for my­self. It’s my daugh­ter. To think of her ex­posed to want! But there. It is wicked of me to speak so who have only lost money, while poor old Geth­ing has lost his life. Don’t mind me, In­spect­or. Carry on. What I want most now is to hear of the ar­rest of the mur­der­er and thief. If there is any­thing I can do to help in that, com­mand me.”

			He stood, a little stooped and with hag­gard face, but dig­ni­fied even in his grief. French in his pleas­ant, kindly way tried to re­as­sure him.

			“Now, you don’t need to give up heart, sir,” he ad­vised. “Dia­monds are not the easi­est things to dis­pose of, and we’re right on to the loss at once. Be­fore the thief can pass them on we shall have all the chan­nels un­der ob­ser­va­tion. With any or­din­ary luck, you’ll get them back. They were not in­sured?”

			“Part of them only. About nine­teen thou­sand pounds’ worth were in­sured. It was my cursed folly that the rest were not. Geth­ing ad­vised it, but I had nev­er lost any­thing, and I wanted to save the money. You un­der­stand our trade has been dif­fi­cult since the war, and our profits were not the same as formerly. Every little has coun­ted, and we have had to eco­nom­ise.”

			“At worst, then, that is £14,000 gone?”

			“If the in­sur­ance com­pan­ies pay in full, that is all, be­sides the thou­sand in notes. But, In­spect­or, it is too much. To meet my share of the loss will beg­gar me.” He shook his head des­pond­ently. “But nev­er mind my af­fairs in the mean­time. Don’t, I beg of you, lose any time in get­ting after the crim­in­al.”

			“You are right, sir. If, then, you will sit down there for a few minutes I’ll get rid of the oth­ers, and then I shall ask you for some in­form­a­tion.”

			The old gen­tle­man dropped wear­ily in­to a chair while French went to the out­er of­fice. The po­lice­man who had been sent to in­form Geth­ing’s fam­ily of the tragedy had just re­turned. French looked at him in­quir­ingly.

			“I called, sir, at the ad­dress you gave me,” he re­por­ted. “Miss Geth­ing was there, and I told her what had oc­curred. She was con­sid­er­ably up­set, and asked me if I could get a mes­sage to her sis­ter and broth­er-in-law at 12 Dee­ley Ter­race, Hawkins Street, in Bat­ter­sea. I said I would fetch them for her. The broth­er-in-law, name of Gamage, was from home in Leeds, be­ing a trav­el­ler for a firm of fur deal­ers, but Mrs. Gamage was there and I took her across. It seemed the old lady had wanted to know what was up, and Miss Geth­ing had told her, and she had got some kind of stroke. They asked me to call a doc­tor, which I did. The two daugh­ters say they can’t get across here on ac­count of be­ing oc­cu­pied with the moth­er.”

			“So much the bet­ter,” French com­men­ted, and hav­ing ad­ded the names and ad­dresses of Mr. and Mrs. Gamage to his list, he turned to the doc­tor.

			“Well, Doc­tor,” he said pleas­antly, “how do you get on?”

			The doc­tor straightened him­self up from his po­s­i­tion over the corpse.

			“I’ve done all I can here,” he answered. “I don’t think there’s any doubt the man was killed in­stant­an­eously by the blow on the head. The skull is frac­tured, ap­par­ently by some heavy, blunt weapon. I should think it was done from be­hind while the old fel­low was stoop­ing, pos­sibly work­ing at the safe, though that, per­haps, is your province.”

			“I’m glad of the hint any­way. Now, gen­tle­men, I think that’s all we can do to­night. Can your men re­move the body, Su­per­in­tend­ent? I want to stay for a mo­ment to take a few meas­ure­ments. You’ll let me know to­mor­row about the in­quest? Mr. Orch­ard, you might stay a mo­ment also; there is a ques­tion or two I want to ask you.”

			The Su­per­in­tend­ent had sent one of his men for a stretch­er, and the re­mains were lif­ted on and car­ried slowly down to the wait­ing taxi. With an ex­change of good nights, the loc­al men with­drew, leav­ing In­spect­or French, Mr. Duke, Orch­ard, and the two plain-clothes men from the Yard in charge of the premises.

		
	
		
			
				II

				The Firm of Duke and Pe­abody

			
			When In­spect­or French ushered the clerk, Orch­ard, in­to the in­ner of­fice, they found Mr. Duke pa­cing the floor with an ex­pres­sion of ut­ter mys­ti­fic­a­tion im­prin­ted on his fea­tures.

			“I say, In­spect­or, here’s a puzzle,” he cried. “I happened to look be­hind the safe door, and I find it has been opened with a key. I thought at first it had been broken or forced or the lock some­how picked. But I see it is un­locked.”

			“Yes, I no­ticed that, sir,” French answered. “But I don’t fol­low you. What is the mys­tery about that?”

			“Why, the key, of course. To my cer­tain know­ledge there were only two keys in ex­ist­ence. One I keep on my ring, which is chained to my belt and nev­er leaves me day nor night. There it is. The oth­er is lodged with my bankers, where no one could pos­sibly get at it. Now, where did the thief get the key that is now in the lock?”

			“That is one of the things we have to find out,” French replied. “You may per­haps think it strange, but a point of that kind, which at first seems to deep­en the mys­tery, of­ten proves a bless­ing in dis­guise. It provides an­oth­er point of at­tack, you un­der­stand, and fre­quently it nar­rows down the area of in­quiry. You haven’t touched the key, I hope?”

			“No. I re­membered what you said about fin­ger prints.”

			“Good. Now, gen­tle­men, if you will please sit down, I want to ask you a few ques­tions. I’ll take you first, Mr. Orch­ard. I have your name, and your ad­dress is Blooms­bury Square. Now tell me, is that your home?”

			The young fel­low answered the ques­tions without hes­it­a­tion, and French noted ap­prov­ingly his dir­ect glance and the evid­ent cand­our with which he spoke. The Blooms­bury Square ad­dress, it ap­peared, was that of a board­ing house, the clerk’s home be­ing in Somer­set. He had left the of­fice at about half-past five that af­ter­noon, Mr. Geth­ing be­ing then al­most ready to fol­low. Mr. Geth­ing was usu­ally the last out of the of­fice. Orch­ard had no­ticed noth­ing un­usu­al in his man­ner that day, though for the last two or three weeks he had seemed some­what moody and de­pressed. Orch­ard had gone from the of­fice to Liv­er­pool Street, where he had caught the 5:52 to Il­ford. There he had had sup­per with a friend, a man called For­rest, a clerk in a ship­ping of­fice in Fen­church Street. He had left about 9:30, get­ting back to town a little be­fore 10:00. The rain had stopped, and as he did not get as much ex­er­cise as he could have wished, he re­solved to walk home from the sta­tion. Hat­ton Garden was but little out of his way, and as he ap­proached it he re­membered that he had left in his desk a book he had changed at the lib­rary at lunch time. He had de­cided to call in and get it, so as to read for a while be­fore go­ing to sleep. He had done so, and had found Mr. Geth­ing’s body, as he had already ex­plained. The out­er street door had been closed, and he had opened it with his latch key. Both the of­fice doors were open, that between the land­ing and the out­er of­fice and that of Mr. Duke’s room. The lights were on every­where, ex­cept that in the out­er of­fice only the single cent­ral bulb was burn­ing, the desk lamps be­ing off. He had seen no one about the of­fices.

			French, hav­ing com­pli­men­ted the young fel­low on his clear state­ment, bade him good night and sent him home. But as he passed out of the room he whispered to one of his men, who promptly nod­ded and also dis­ap­peared. French turned to Mr. Duke.

			“That seems a straight­for­ward young fel­low,” he ob­served. “What is your opin­ion of him?”

			“Ab­so­lutely straight­for­ward.” The act­ing part­ner spoke with de­cision. “He has been with me for over four years, and I have al­ways found him most con­scien­tious and sat­is­fact­ory. In­deed. I have been very for­tu­nate in my whole staff. I think I could say the same of them all.”

			“I con­grat­u­late you, Mr. Duke. Per­haps now you would tell me some­thing about your firm and your vari­ous em­ploy­ees.”

			Mr. Duke, though still ex­tremely agit­ated, was con­trolling his emo­tion and answered in calm tones.

			“The busi­ness is not a large one, and at the present time is vir­tu­ally con­trolled by my­self. Pe­abody, though not so old as I am, has been troubled by bad health and has more or less gone to pieces. He sel­dom comes to the of­fice, and nev­er un­der­takes any work. The ju­ni­or part­ner, Sin­na­mond, is trav­el­ling in the East, and has been for some months. We carry on the usu­al trade of dia­mond mer­chants, and have a small branch es­tab­lish­ment in Am­s­ter­dam. In­deed, I di­vide my own time al­most equally between Lon­don and Am­s­ter­dam. We oc­cupy only these two rooms which you have seen. Our staff in the out­er of­fice con­sists, or rather con­sisted, of five, a chief and con­fid­en­tial clerk, the poor man who has just been killed, a young man called Har­ring­ton, who is qual­i­fy­ing for a part­ner­ship, Orch­ard, a girl typ­ist, and an of­fice boy. Be­sides them, we em­ploy an out­side man, a trav­el­ler, a Dutch­man named Vander­kemp. He at­tends sales and so on, and when not on the road works in the Am­s­ter­dam branch.”

			In­spect­or French noted all the in­form­a­tion Mr. Duke could give about each of the per­sons men­tioned.

			“Now this Mr. Geth­ing,” he re­sumed. “You say he has been with you for over twenty years, and that you had full con­fid­ence in him, but I must ask the ques­tion, Are you sure that your con­fid­ence was not mis­placed? In oth­er words, are you sat­is­fied that he was not him­self after your dia­monds?”

			Mr. Duke shook his head de­cis­ively.

			“I am pos­it­ive he was not,” he de­clared warmly and with some­thing of in­dig­na­tion show­ing in his man­ner. “I should as soon ac­cuse my own son, if I had one. No, I’d stake my life on it, Geth­ing was no thief.”

			“I’m glad to hear you say that, Mr. Duke,” the oth­er re­turned smoothly. “Now, then, your of­fice staff elim­in­ated, tell me is there any­one that you sus­pect?”

			“Not a creature!” Mr. Duke was equally em­phat­ic. “Not a single creature! I can’t ima­gine any­one who would have done such a thing. I wish I could.”

			The In­spect­or hes­it­ated.

			“Of course, sir, you un­der­stand that if you were to men­tion a name it would not in any way bi­as me against that per­son. It would only mean that I should make in­quir­ies. Don’t think you would be get­ting any­one in­to trouble.”

			Mr. Duke smiled grimly.

			“You needn’t be afraid. If I had any sus­pi­cion I should be only too glad to tell you, but I have none.”

			“When, sir, did you last see your late clerk?”

			“About half-past four this even­ing. I left the of­fice at that time, about an hour earli­er than usu­al, be­cause I had a busi­ness ap­point­ment for a quarter to five with Mr. Peters, of Lin­coln’s Inn, my so­li­cit­or.”

			“And you did not re­turn to the of­fice?”

			“No. I sat with Mr. Peters for about half an hour, then as my busi­ness was not fin­ished and he wanted to square up for the night, we de­cided to dine to­geth­er at my club in Gower Street. It was not worth while go­ing back to my own of­fice, so I went straight from Peters’ to the club.”

			“And you did not no­tice any­thing pe­cu­li­ar about Mr. Geth­ing?”

			“Not spe­cially on that night. He seemed ab­so­lutely as usu­al.”

			“How do you mean, not spe­cially on that night?”

			“He had been, I thought, a little de­pressed for two or three weeks pre­vi­ously, as if he had some trouble on his mind. I asked when first I no­ticed it if there was any­thing wrong, but he mur­mured some­thing about home troubles, about his wife not be­ing so well—she is a chron­ic in­val­id. He was not com­mu­nic­at­ive, and I did not press the mat­ter. But he was no worse this af­ter­noon than dur­ing the last fort­night.”

			“I see. Now, what brought him back to the of­fice to­night?”

			Mr. Duke made a ges­ture of be­wil­der­ment.

			“I have no idea,” he de­clared. “There was noth­ing! Noth­ing, at least, that I know of or can ima­gine. We were not spe­cially busy, and as far as I can think, he was well up to date with his work.”

			“Is there a postal de­liv­ery between half-past four and the time your of­fice closes?”

			“There is, and of course there might have been a tele­gram or a caller or a note de­livered by hand. But sup­pose there had been some­thing im­port­ant enough to re­quire im­me­di­ate at­ten­tion, Geth­ing would nev­er have taken ac­tion without con­sult­ing me. He had only to ring me up.”

			“He knew where you were, then?”

			“No, but he could have rung up my home. They knew there where I was, as when I had de­cided to dine at the club, I phoned home to say so.”

			“But were you in your club all the even­ing? Ex­cuse my press­ing the mat­ter, but I think it’s im­port­ant to make sure the man did not try to com­mu­nic­ate with you.”

			“I see your point. Yes, I stayed chat­ting with Mr. Peters un­til al­most 9:30. Then, feel­ing tired from a long day’s thought about busi­ness, I de­cided a little ex­er­cise would be pleas­ant, and I walked home. I reached my house a minute or two after ten.”

			“That seems con­clus­ive. All the same, sir, I think you should make sure when you reach home that no call was made.”

			“I shall do so cer­tainly, but my par­lour­maid is very re­li­able in such mat­ters, and I am cer­tain she would have told me of any.”

			In­spect­or French sat for a few seconds lost in thought, and then began on an­oth­er point.

			“You tell me that you had £33,000 worth of dia­monds in the safe. Is not that an un­usu­ally large amount to keep in an of­fice?”

			“You are quite right; it is too large. I con­sider my­self very much to blame, both for that and in the mat­ter of the in­sur­ance. But I had not meant to keep the stones there long. In­deed, ne­go­ti­ations for the sale of the lar­ger por­tion were ac­tu­ally in pro­gress. On the oth­er hand, it is due to my­self to point out that the safe is of a very ef­fi­cient mod­ern pat­tern.”

			“That is so, sir. Now can you tell me who, be­sides your­self, knew of the ex­ist­ence of those stones?”

			“I’m afraid,” Mr. Duke ad­mit­ted des­pond­ently, “there was no secret about it. Geth­ing knew, of course. He was en­tirely in my con­fid­ence about such mat­ters. Vander­kemp, my out­door man, knew that I had made some heavy pur­chases re­cently, as he not only con­duc­ted the ne­go­ti­ations, but per­son­ally brought the stones to the of­fice. Be­sides, there were let­ters about them, ac­cess­ible to all the staff. I am afraid you may take it that every­one in the of­fice knew there was a lot of stuff there, though prob­ably not the ex­act amount.”

			“And the staff may have talked to out­siders. Young people will brag, es­pe­cially if they are ‘keep­ing com­pany,’ as the Ir­ish say.”

			“I fear that is so,” Mr. Duke agreed, as if de­prec­at­ing the sin­gu­lar habits of the young.

			The In­spect­or changed his po­s­i­tion un­eas­ily, and his hand stole to his pipe. But he checked him­self and re­sumed his ques­tion­ing. He ob­tained from Mr. Duke a de­tailed list of the miss­ing stones, then turned to a new point.

			“About that thou­sand pounds in notes. I sup­pose you haven’t got the num­bers?”

			“No, un­for­tu­nately. But the bank might know them.”

			“We shall in­quire. Now, Mr. Duke, about the key. That is an­oth­er sin­gu­lar thing.”

			“It is an amaz­ing thing. I ab­so­lutely can­not un­der­stand where it came from. As I said, this one nev­er leaves, nor has left, my per­son­al pos­ses­sion, and the oth­er, the only oth­er one, is equally in­ac­cess­ible in my bank.”

			“You al­ways per­son­ally opened or closed the safe?”

			“Al­ways, or at least it was done by my in­struc­tions and in my pres­ence.”

			“Oh, well, that is not quite the same thing, you know. Who has ever opened or closed it for you?”

			“Geth­ing; and not once or twice, but scores, I sup­pose I might say hun­dreds of times. But al­ways in my pres­ence.”

			“I un­der­stand that, sir. Any­one else be­sides Mr. Geth­ing?”

			Mr. Duke hes­it­ated.

			“No,” he said slowly, “no one else. He was the only one I trus­ted to that ex­tent. And I had reas­on to trust him,” he ad­ded, with a touch of de­fi­ance.

			“Of course, sir. I re­cog­nise that,” French answered smoothly. “I am only try­ing to get the facts clear in my mind. I take it, then, that the de­ceased gen­tle­man was the only per­son, oth­er than your­self, who ever handled your key? It was not with­in reach of any­one in your house; your ser­vants, for ex­ample?”

			“No, I nev­er let it lie about. Even at night I kept it at­tached to me.”

			The In­spect­or rose from his chair.

			“Well, sir,” he said po­litely, “I’m sorry to have kept you so long. Just let me take your fin­ger prints to com­pare with those in the safe, and I have done. Shall I ring up for a taxi for you?”

			Mr. Duke looked at his watch.

			“Why, it is nearly one,” he ex­claimed. “Yes, a taxi by all means, please.”

			Though In­spect­or French had said that everything pos­sible had been done that night, he did not fol­low Mr. Duke from the build­ing. In­stead, he re­turned to the in­ner of­fice and set him­self un­hur­riedly to make a fur­ther and more thor­ough ex­am­in­a­tion of its con­tents.

			He began with the key of the safe. Re­mov­ing it by the shank with a pair of spe­cial pin­cers, he tested the handle for fin­ger prints, but without suc­cess. Look­ing then at the oth­er end, a slight rough­ness on one of the wards at­trac­ted his at­ten­tion, and on scru­tin­ising it with his lens, a series of fine par­al­lel scratches was re­vealed on all the sur­faces. “So that’s it, is it?” he said to him­self com­pla­cently. “Man­u­fac­tur­ers don’t leave keys of valu­able safes half fin­ished. This one has been cut with a file, and prob­ably,”—he again scru­tin­ised the work­man­ship—“by an am­a­teur at that. And ac­cord­ing to this man Duke, old Geth­ing was the only one that had the hand­ling of the key—that could have taken a wax im­pres­sion. Well, well; we shall see.”

			He locked the safe, dropped the key in­to his pock­et, and turned to the fire­place, so­li­lo­quising the while.

			The fire had still been glow­ing red when the crime was dis­covered shortly after ten o’clock. That meant, of course, that it had been de­lib­er­ately stoked up, be­cause the fire in the out­er of­fice was cold and dead. Someone, there­fore, had in­ten­ded to spend a con­sid­er­able time in the of­fice. Who could it have been?

			As far as French could see, no one but Geth­ing. But if Geth­ing were go­ing to com­mit the rob­bery—a mat­ter of per­haps ten minutes at the out­side—he would not have re­quired a fire. No, this looked as if there really was some busi­ness to be done, some­thing that would take time to carry through. But then, if so, why had Geth­ing not con­sul­ted Mr. Duke? French noted the point, to be con­sidered fur­ther in the light of fu­ture dis­cov­er­ies.

			But as to the iden­tity of the per­son who had built up the fire there should be no doubt. Fin­ger prints again! The coal shovel had a smooth, var­nished wooden handle, ad­mir­ably suited for re­cords, and a short test with the white powder re­vealed there­on an ex­cel­lent im­pres­sion of a right thumb.

			The poker next re­ceived at­ten­tion, and here French made his second dis­cov­ery. Pick­ing it up with the pin­cers in the same care­ful way in which he had handled the key, he no­ticed on the handle a dark brown stain. Be­side this stain, and stick­ing to the met­al, was a single white hair.

			That he held in his hand the in­stru­ment with which the crime was com­mit­ted seemed cer­tain, and he eagerly tested the oth­er end for prints. But this time he was baffled. Noth­ing showed at the places where fin­ger marks might have been ex­pec­ted. It looked as if the mur­der­er had worn gloves or had rubbed the handle clean, and he noted that either al­tern­at­ive pos­tu­lated a cold-blooded crim­in­al and a cal­cu­lated crime.

			He con­tin­ued his la­bor­i­ous search of the room, but without find­ing any­thing else which in­ter­ested him. Fi­nally, while his men were pho­to­graph­ing the prints he had dis­covered, he sat down in the leath­er-covered arm­chair and con­sidered what he had learned.

			Cer­tainly a good deal of the evid­ence poin­ted to Geth­ing. Geth­ing knew the stones were there. Ac­cord­ing to Duke, no one else could have got hold of the key to the safe to make an im­pres­sion. Moreover, his body was found be­fore the safe with the lat­ter open. All cir­cum­stan­tial evid­ence, of course, though cu­mu­lat­ively strong.

			How­ever, wheth­er or not Geth­ing had con­tem­plated rob­bery, he had not car­ried it through. Someone else had the dia­monds. And here the ob­vi­ous pos­sib­il­ity re­curred to him which had been in his mind since he had heard the Su­per­in­tend­ent’s first state­ment. Sup­pose Orch­ard was the man. Sup­pose Orch­ard, vis­it­ing the of­fice in the even­ing, ar­rived to find the safe open and the old man stoop­ing over it. In­stantly he would be as­sailed by a ter­rible tempta­tion. The thing would seem so easy, the way of es­cape so ob­vi­ous, the re­ward so sure. French, sit­ting back in the arm­chair, tried to pic­ture the scene. The old man bend­ing over the safe, the young one en­ter­ing, un­heard. His halt in sur­prise; the sud­den over­whelm­ing im­pulse to pos­sess the gems; his stealthy ad­vance; the seiz­ing of the poker; the blow, de­livered per­haps with the in­ten­tion of merely stun­ning his vic­tim. But he strikes too hard, and, hor­ri­fied by what he has done, yet sees that for his own safety he must go through with the whole busi­ness. He re­calls the danger of fin­ger prints, and wipes the handles of the poker and of the draw­er in the safe from which he has ab­strac­ted the dia­monds. With ad­mir­able foresight he waits un­til the body grows cold, lest an ex­am­in­a­tion of it by the po­lice­man he in­tends to call might dis­prove his story. Then he rushes out in an agit­ated man­ner and gives the alarm.

			Though this the­ory met a num­ber of the facts, French was not over­pleased with it. It did not ex­plain what Geth­ing was do­ing at the safe, nor did it seem to fit in with the per­son­al­ity of Orch­ard. All the same, though his in­struc­tion to his man to shad­ow Orch­ard had been giv­en as an ob­vi­ous pre­cau­tion in­ev­it­able in the cir­cum­stances, he was glad that he had not over­looked it.

			An­oth­er point oc­curred to him as he sat think­ing over the af­fair in the leath­er-lined chair. If Orch­ard had stolen the stones, he would nev­er have risked hav­ing them on his per­son when he gave the alarm. He would cer­tainly have hid­den them, and French could not see how he could have taken them out of the build­ing to do so. A thor­ough search of the of­fices seemed there­fore called for.

			The In­spect­or was tired, but, late as it was, he spent three sol­id hours con­duct­ing a me­tic­u­lous ex­am­in­a­tion of the whole premises, only ceas­ing when he had sat­is­fied him­self bey­ond pos­sib­il­ity of doubt that no dia­monds were con­cealed there­on. Then, be­liev­ing that he had ex­hausted the pos­sib­il­it­ies of the scene of the crime, he felt him­self free to with­draw. Dawn was ap­pear­ing in the east­ern sky as he drew the door after him and set off in the dir­ec­tion of his home.

		
	
		
			
				III

				Gath­er­ing the Threads

			
			The fact that he had been out all the pre­vi­ous night was not, in In­spect­or French’s eyes, any reas­on why he should be late at his work next day. At his usu­al time, there­fore, he reached New Scot­land Yard, and promptly en­gaged him­self in the com­pil­a­tion of a pre­lim­in­ary re­port on the Hat­ton Garden crime. This com­pleted, he re­sumed dir­ect work on the case.

			There were still sev­er­al ob­vi­ous in­quir­ies to be made, in­quir­ies which might al­most be called routine, in that they fol­lowed ne­ces­sar­ily from the nature of the crime. The first of these was an in­ter­view with the oth­er mem­bers of the Duke & Pe­abody staff.

			An Ox­ford Street bus brought him to the end of Hat­ton Garden, and soon he was once more mount­ing the stair­case to the scene of his last night’s in­vest­ig­a­tion. He found Mr. Duke stand­ing in the out­er of­fice with Orch­ard and the typ­ist and of­fice boy.

			“I was just telling these young people they might go home,” the prin­cip­al ex­plained. “I am clos­ing the of­fice un­til after the fu­ner­al.”

			“That will be ap­pre­ci­ated by poor Mr. Geth­ing’s fam­ily, sir. I think it is very kind of you and very prop­er too. But be­fore this young lady and gen­tle­man go I should like to ask them a ques­tion or two.”

			“Of course. Will you take them in­to my of­fice? Go in, Miss Prescott, and tell In­spect­or French any­thing he wants to know.”

			“I’m afraid you won’t be able to do quite so much as that, Miss Prescott,” French smiled, con­tinu­ing to chat pleas­antly in the hope of al­lay­ing the nervous­ness the girl evid­ently felt.

			But he learned noth­ing from her ex­cept that Mr. Duke was a very nice gen­tle­man of whom she was some­what in awe, and that Mr. Geth­ing had al­ways been very kind to her and could be de­pended on to let her do whatever she wanted. Neither about the clerk, Orch­ard, nor the pu­pil, Har­ring­ton, was she com­mu­nic­at­ive, and the of­fice boy, Billy New­ton, she dis­missed as one might a nox­ious in­sect, a neg­li­gible, if ne­ces­sary, evil. Mr. Geth­ing had been, as far as she could form a con­clu­sion, in his usu­al health and spir­its on the pre­vi­ous day, but she thought he had seemed wor­ried and anxious for the past two or three weeks. As to her­self, she liked the of­fice, and got on well with her work, and was very sorry about poor Mr. Geth­ing. On the pre­vi­ous day she had gone straight from the of­fice, and had re­mained at home with her moth­er dur­ing the en­tire even­ing. French, sat­is­fied she had told him all that she knew, took her fin­ger prints and let her go.

			From Billy New­ton, the pre­co­cious of­fice boy, he learned but one new fact. New­ton, it seemed, had been the last to leave the of­fice on the pre­vi­ous even­ing, and be­fore Mr. Geth­ing had gone he had in­struc­ted him to make up the fire in the chief’s of­fice, as he, Geth­ing, was com­ing back later to do some spe­cial work. The boy had built up a good fire and had then left.

			When French re­turned to the out­er of­fice, he found a new ar­rival. A tall, good-look­ing young man was talk­ing to Mr. Duke, and the lat­ter in­tro­duced him as Mr. Stan­ley Har­ring­ton, the clerk-pu­pil who was qual­i­fy­ing for a part­ner­ship. Har­ring­ton was apo­lo­gising for be­ing late, say­ing that on his way to the of­fice he had met an old schoolfel­low of whom he had com­pletely lost sight, and who had asked him to ac­com­pany him to King’s Cross, whence he was tak­ing the 9:50 a.m. train for the north. The young man seemed some­what ill at ease, and as French brought him in­to the in­ner of­fice and began to talk to him, his nervous­ness be­came un­mis­tak­able. French was in­trigued by it. From his ap­pear­ance, he ima­gined the man would have, un­der or­din­ary cir­cum­stances, a frank, open face and a pleas­ant, out­spoken man­ner. But now his look was strained and his bear­ing furt­ive. French, with his vast ex­per­i­ence of state­ment makers, could not but sus­pect some­thing more than the per­turb­a­tion nat­ur­al un­der the cir­cum­stances, and as his ex­am­in­a­tion pro­gressed he began to be­lieve he was deal­ing with a nor­mally straight­for­ward man who was now at­tempt­ing to evade the truth. But none of his sus­pi­cions showed in his man­ner, and he was cour­tesy it­self as he asked his ques­tions.

			It seemed that Har­ring­ton was the neph­ew of that Mr. Vander­kemp who ac­ted as trav­el­ler for the firm. Miss Vander­kemp, the Dutch­man’s sis­ter, had mar­ried Stew­art Har­ring­ton, a pros­per­ous York­shire stock­broker. Stan­ley had been well edu­cated, and had been a year at col­lege when a ter­rible blow fell on him. His fath­er and moth­er, trav­el­ling on the Con­tin­ent, had both been killed in a rail­way ac­ci­dent near Mil­an. It was then found that his fath­er, though mak­ing plenty of money, had been liv­ing up to his in­come, and had made no pro­vi­sion for those who were to come after him. Debts ab­sorbed nearly all the avail­able money, and Stan­ley was left prac­tic­ally pen­ni­less. It was then that his uncle, Jan Vander­kemp, proved his af­fec­tion. Out of his none too large means he paid for the boy’s re­main­ing years at Cam­bridge, then us­ing his in­flu­ence with Mr. Duke to give him a start in the of­fice.

			But shortly after he had entered on his new du­ties an un­ex­pec­ted com­plic­a­tion, at least for Mr. Duke, had aris­en. The prin­cip­al’s daugh­ter, Sylvia, vis­it­ing her fath­er in the of­fice, had made the ac­quaint­ance of the well-mannered youth, and be­fore Mr. Duke real­ised what was hap­pen­ing the two young people had fallen vi­ol­ently in love, with the res­ult that Miss Duke presently an­nounced to her hor­ri­fied fath­er that they were en­gaged. In vain the poor man pro­tested. Miss Duke was a young lady who usu­ally had her own way, and at last her fath­er was com­pelled to make a vir­tue of ne­ces­sity. He met the situ­ation by giv­ing the af­fair his bless­ing, and prom­ising to take Har­ring­ton in­to part­ner­ship if and when he proved him­self com­pet­ent. In this Har­ring­ton had suc­ceeded, and the wed­ding was fixed for the fol­low­ing month, the part­ner­ship com­men­cing on the same date.

			French ques­tioned the young fel­low as to his move­ments on the pre­vi­ous even­ing. It ap­peared that shortly after reach­ing his rooms on the con­clu­sion of his day’s work in the of­fice, he had re­ceived a tele­phone mes­sage from Miss Duke say­ing that her fath­er had just called up to say he was de­tained in town for din­ner, and, be­ing alone, she wished he would go out to Hamp­stead and dine with her. Such an in­vit­a­tion from such a source was in the nature of a com­mand to be ec­stat­ic­ally obeyed, and he had reached the Dukes’ house be­fore sev­en o’clock. But he had been some­what dis­ap­poin­ted as to his even­ing. Miss Duke was go­ing out after din­ner; she in­ten­ded vis­it­ing a girls’ club in White­chapel, run by a friend of hers, a Miss Amy Lestrange. Har­ring­ton had ac­com­pan­ied her to the East End, but she would not al­low him to go in with her to the club. He had, how­ever, re­turned later and taken her home, after which he had gone straight to his rooms.

			Skil­ful in­ter­rog­a­tion by French had ob­tained the above in­form­a­tion, and now he sat turn­ing it over in his mind. The story hung to­geth­er, and, if true, there could be no doubt of Har­ring­ton’s in­no­cence. But French was puzzled by the young man’s man­ner. He could have sworn that there was some­thing. Either the tale was not true, or it was not all true, or there was more which had not been told. He de­term­ined that un­less he got a strong lead else­where, Mr. Har­ring­ton’s move­ments on the pre­vi­ous night must be looked in­to and his state­ments put to the test.

			But there was no need to let the man know he was sus­pec­ted, and dis­miss­ing him with a few pleas­ant words, French joined Mr. Duke in the out­er of­fice.

			“Now, sir, if you are ready we shall go round to your bank about the key.”

			They soon ob­tained the re­quired in­form­a­tion. The man­ager, who had read of the rob­bery in his morn­ing pa­per, was in­ter­ested in the mat­ter, and went in­to it per­son­ally. Not only was the key there in its ac­cus­tomed place, but it had nev­er been touched since Mr. Duke left it in.

			“A thou­sand pounds in notes was also stolen,” French went on. “Is there any chance that you have the num­bers?”

			“Your tell­er might re­mem­ber the trans­ac­tion,” Mr. Duke broke in eagerly. “I per­son­ally cashed a cheque for £1,000 on the Tues­day, the day be­fore the murder. I got six­teen fifties and the bal­ance in tens. I was hop­ing to carry off a little deal in dia­monds with a Por­tuguese mer­chant whom I ex­pec­ted to call on me. I put the money in my safe as I re­ceived it from you, and the mer­chant not turn­ing up, I did not look at it again.”

			“We can but in­quire,” the man­ager said doubt­fully. “It is prob­able we have a note of the fifties, but un­likely in the case of the tens.”

			But it chanced that the tell­er had taken the pre­cau­tion to re­cord the num­bers of all the notes. These were giv­en to French, who asked the man­ager to ad­vise the Yard if any were dis­covered.

			“That’s sat­is­fact­ory about the notes,” French com­men­ted when Mr. Duke and he had reached the street. “But you see what the key be­ing there means? It means that the copy was made from the key which you carry. Someone must there­fore have had it in his pos­ses­sion long enough to take a mould of it in wax. This, of course, is a very rap­id op­er­a­tion; a couple of seconds would do the whole thing. A skil­ful man would hold the wax in the palm of his hand, ‘palmed’ as the con­jur­ers call it, and the key could be pressed in­to it in so nat­ur­al a way that no un­sus­pect­ing per­son would be any the wiser. Now I want you to think again very care­fully. If no one but Mr. Geth­ing handled the key, he must have taken the im­pres­sion. There is no oth­er way out. I would like you, then, to be sure that no one else ever did get his hands upon it, even for a mo­ment. You see my point?”

			“Of course I see it,” Mr. Duke re­turned a trifle testily, “but, un­answer­able as it seems, I don’t be­lieve Geth­ing ever did any­thing of the kind. It would seem the likely thing to you, In­spect­or, be­cause you didn’t know the man. But I’ve known him too long to doubt him. Someone else must have got hold of the key, but I con­fess I can’t ima­gine who.”

			“Someone at night, while you were asleep?”

			Mr. Duke shrugged his shoulders.

			“I can only say, it is un­likely.”

			“Well, con­sider the pos­sib­il­it­ies at all events. I must go back to headquar­ters.”

			“And I to the Geth­ings,” Mr. Duke re­turned. “I hear the wife is very ill. The shock has com­pletely broken her down. You’ll let me know how things go on?”

			“Cer­tainly, sir. Im­me­di­ately I have any­thing to re­port, you shall hear it.”

			The po­lice sta­tion was not far away, and soon French was bend­ing over all that was mor­tal of Charles Geth­ing. He was not con­cerned with the ac­tu­al re­mains, ex­cept to take prints from the dead fin­gers, to com­pare with those found in the of­fice. But he went through the con­tents of the pock­ets, among which he had hoped to gain some clue as to the nature of the busi­ness which had brought the dead man to the of­fice. Un­for­tu­nately there was noth­ing to give the slight­est in­dic­a­tion.

			The in­quest had been fixed for five o’clock that even­ing, and French spent some time with the Su­per­in­tend­ent go­ing over the evid­ence which was to be put for­ward by the po­lice. Of the ver­dict, there could, of course, be no doubt.

			Be­liev­ing that by this time Mr. Duke would have left the Geth­ings, French thought that he might him­self call there. The more he could learn about the old man the bet­ter.

			He hailed a taxi, and some fif­teen minutes later reached Monk­ton Street, a nar­row and rather de­press­ing side street off the Ful­ham Road. The door of No. 37 was opened by a brown-haired wo­man of some five-and-thirty, with a pleas­ant and kindly, though some­what worn ex­pres­sion. French took off his hat.

			“Miss Geth­ing?” he in­quired.

			“No, I am Mrs. Gamage. But my sis­ter is in, if you wish to see her.” She spoke with a sort of plaint­ive soft­ness which French found rather at­tract­ive.

			“I’m afraid I must trouble you both,” he answered with his kindly smile, as he in­tro­duced him­self and stated his busi­ness.

			Mrs. Gamage stepped back in­to the nar­row pas­sage.

			“Come in,” she in­vited. “We are nat­ur­ally anxious to help you. Be­sides, the po­lice have been very kind. Noth­ing could have been kinder than that con­stable who came round last night with the news. In­deed every­one has been more than good. Mr. Duke has just been round him­self to in­quire. A time like this shows what people are.”

			“I was sorry to hear that Mrs. Geth­ing is so un­well,” French ob­served, and he fol­lowed his guide in­to the tiny front par­lour. He was sur­prised to find the house far from com­fort­ably fur­nished. Everything, in­deed, bore the stamp of an al­most des­per­ate at­tempt to pre­serve de­cency and self-re­spect in the face of a grind­ing poverty. The thread­bare car­pet was worn in­to holes and had been neatly darned, and so had the up­hol­stery of the two rather up­right easy chairs. The leg of the third chair was broken and had been men­ded with nails and wire. Everything was shabby, though spot­lessly clean and evid­ently looked after with the ut­most care. Though the day was bit­ter, no spark of fire burned in the grate. Here, the In­spect­or thought, was cer­tainly a mat­ter to be in­quired in­to. If Geth­ing was really as poor a man as this fur­niture seemed to in­dic­ate, it un­doubtedly would have a bear­ing on the prob­lem.

			“My moth­er has been an in­val­id for many years,” Mrs. Gamage answered, un­con­sciously sup­ply­ing the ex­plan­a­tion French wanted. “She suf­fers from a dis­eased hip bone and will nev­er be well. My poor fath­er spent a small for­tune on doc­tors and treat­ment for her, but I don’t think any of them did her much good. Now this news has broken her down al­to­geth­er. She is prac­tic­ally un­con­scious, and we fear the end at any time.”

			“Al­low me to ex­press my sym­pathy,” French mur­mured, and his voice seemed to con­vey quite genu­ine sor­row. “What you tell me makes me doubly re­gret hav­ing to force my un­pleas­ant busi­ness on your no­tice. But I can­not help my­self.”

			“Of course I un­der­stand.” Mrs. Gamage smiled gently. “Ask what you want and I shall try to an­swer, and when you have fin­ished with me I’ll re­lieve Es­th­er with moth­er and send her down.”

			But there was not a great deal that Mrs. Gamage could tell. Since her mar­riage some four years pre­vi­ously she had seen com­par­at­ively little of her fath­er. That she id­ol­ised him was ob­vi­ous, but the cares of her own es­tab­lish­ment pre­ven­ted her pay­ing more than an oc­ca­sion­al vis­it to her old home. French there­fore soon thanked her for her help, and asked her to send her sis­ter down to him.

			Es­th­er Geth­ing was evid­ently the young­er of the two. She was like Mrs. Gamage, but bet­ter look­ing. In­deed, she was pretty in a mild, un­ob­trus­ive way. She had the same brown eyes, but so stead­fast and truth­ful that even French felt sat­is­fied that she was one to be trus­ted. Her ex­pres­sion was equally kindly, but she gave the im­pres­sion of great­er com­pet­ence than her sis­ter. He could ima­gine how her par­ents leaned on her. A good wo­man, he thought, us­ing an ad­ject­ive he did not of­ten ap­ply to the sex, and the phrase, in its fullest sig­ni­fic­ance, seemed only just ad­equate.

			Un­der the In­spect­or’s skil­ful lead she de­scribed the some­what hum­drum ex­ist­ence which she and her par­ents had led for some years past. Her moth­er’s ill­ness seemed to have been the rul­ing factor in their lives, everything be­ing sub­or­din­ated to the suf­fer­er’s wel­fare, and the ex­penses in con­nec­tion with it form­ing a heavy drain on the fam­ily ex­chequer. From Mr. Duke’s re­cords, French had learned that the dead man’s salary had been about £400 per an­num, though quite re­cently it had been in­creased to £450, fol­low­ing a vis­it the mer­chant had paid to the house dur­ing a short ill­ness of his head clerk. Mr. Duke, Miss Geth­ing said, had al­ways ac­ted as a con­sid­er­ate em­ploy­er.

			Asked if her fath­er had con­tin­ued in his usu­al health and spir­its up to the end, she said no, that for some three weeks past he had seemed de­pressed and wor­ried. On dif­fer­ent oc­ca­sions she had tried to find out the cause, but he had not en­lightened her ex­cept to say that he had been hav­ing some trouble at the of­fice. Once, how­ever, he dropped a phrase which set her think­ing, though she was un­able to dis­cov­er his mean­ing, and he had re­fused to ex­plain. He had asked her did she be­lieve that a man could ever be right in do­ing evil that good might come, and when she had answered that she could not tell, he had sighed and said, “Pray God you may nev­er be called on to de­cide.”

			On the even­ing of his death it had been ar­ranged that he would sit with Mrs. Geth­ing, in or­der to al­low his daugh­ter to at­tend a so­cial con­nec­ted with the choir of the church to which she be­longed. But that even­ing he came home more wor­ried and up­set than she had ever seen him, and he had told her with many ex­pres­sions of re­gret that some un­ex­pec­ted work which had just come in would re­quire his pres­ence that even­ing in the of­fice, and that un­less she was able to get someone else to look after her moth­er, she would have to give up her so­cial. He had been too nervous and ill at ease to make a good meal, and had gone off about eight o’clock, say­ing he did not know at what hour he would be back. That was the last time she had seen him alive, and she had heard noth­ing of him un­til the po­lice­man had come with his ter­rible news about half-past el­ev­en.

			Miss Geth­ing was clearly at one with her sis­ter in her ad­mir­a­tion and af­fec­tion for her fath­er, and French re­cog­nised that she was as mys­ti­fied as to his death as he was him­self. See­ing that he could learn no more, he presently took his leave, with re­newed ex­pres­sions of sym­pathy for her trouble.

			When he reached the Yard he found that en­larged pho­to­graphs of the vari­ous fin­ger prints he had dis­covered were ready, and he sat down with some eager­ness to com­pare the im­pres­sions with those on his cards. He spent some time count­ing and meas­ur­ing lines and whorls, and at last reached the fol­low­ing con­clu­sions. All the fin­ger marks on the safe, both in­side and out, be­longed either to Mr. Duke or to Mr. Geth­ing, the ma­jor­ity be­ing the lat­ter’s; the mark on the handle of the coal shovel was Mr. Geth­ing’s, and the re­main­ing prints were those of vari­ous mem­bers of the of­fice staff. His hopes of help from this source were there­fore dashed.

			With a sigh he looked at his watch. There would be time be­fore the in­quest to make some in­quir­ies as to the truth of Orch­ard’s state­ment of his move­ments on the pre­vi­ous even­ing. Half an hour later he had found the man with whom the clerk had dined in Il­ford, and he fully sub­stan­ti­ated the oth­er’s story. Orch­ard was there­fore def­in­itely elim­in­ated from the in­quiry.

			The pro­ceed­ings be­fore the Cor­on­er were prac­tic­ally form­al. Orch­ard, Mr. Duke, and Con­stable Al­corn told their stor­ies, and with very little fur­ther ex­am­in­a­tion were dis­missed. French and the loc­al su­per­in­tend­ent watched the case on be­half of the po­lice, but did not in­ter­fere, and the next of kin of the de­ceased were not leg­ally rep­res­en­ted. After half an hour, the Cor­on­er summed up, and the jury without re­tir­ing brought in the ob­vi­ous ver­dict of wil­ful murder against some per­son or per­sons un­known.

			That even­ing, when French had dined and had settled him­self be­fore the fire in his sit­ting-room with a pipe between his lips and his note­book on the table at his el­bow, he set him­self to take men­tal stock of his po­s­i­tion and get a clear grasp of his new prob­lem.

			In the first place, it was ob­vi­ous that this Charles Geth­ing had been murdered for the sake of the dia­monds in Mr. Duke’s safe. It was cer­tain from the po­s­i­tion of the wound that it could not have been ac­ci­dent­al, nor could it by any chance have been self-in­flic­ted. Moreover, a planned rob­bery was in­dic­ated by the cut­ting of the du­plic­ate key. But the stones were not on old Geth­ing’s body. It there­fore fol­lowed that someone else had taken them, though wheth­er Geth­ing had ab­strac­ted them from the safe in the first in­stance was not clear.

			So far French had no trouble in mar­shalling his facts, but when he at­temp­ted to go fur­ther he found him­self in dif­fi­culties.

			There was first of all Geth­ing’s poverty. Though his salary was not un­reas­on­able for his po­s­i­tion, the drain of his wife’s ill­ness had kept him con­tinu­ally strug­gling to make ends meet. French let his ima­gin­a­tion dwell on the wear­ing nature of such a struggle. To ob­tain re­lief a man would risk a good deal. Then there was his know­ledge of the wealth which lay with­in his reach, provided only that he made a spir­ited ef­fort to ob­tain it. Had the man fallen be­fore the tempta­tion?

			That he had had some­thing on his mind for two or three weeks be­fore his death was ob­vi­ous, and it was equally clear that this was some­thing secret. When Mr. Duke in­quired as to the cause of the trouble, Geth­ing had men­tioned fam­ily mat­ters and his wife’s health, but when his daugh­ter had asked the same ques­tion he had said it was due to busi­ness wor­ries. The old man had there­fore car­ried his ef­forts at con­ceal­ment to dir­ect ly­ing to one or oth­er.

			It seemed evid­ent also that this worry or trouble had be­come in­tens­i­fied on the even­ing of his death. He had told his daugh­ter that spe­cial busi­ness re­quired his pres­ence at the of­fice. But Mr. Duke knew of no such busi­ness, nor was any re­cord of it ob­tain­able.

			But all these mys­ter­i­ous con­tra­dic­tions fell in­to line and be­came com­pre­hens­ible if some two or three weeks back Geth­ing had de­cided to rob the safe, and his spe­cial agit­a­tion on the even­ing of his death was ac­coun­ted for if that were the date he had se­lec­ted to make the at­tempt.

			On the oth­er hand, sev­er­al con­sid­er­a­tions did not sup­port such a view. The first was the man’s known char­ac­ter. He had worked for the firm for over twenty years, and after all that ex­per­i­ence of him Mr. Duke ab­so­lutely re­fused to be­lieve in his guilt. His daugh­ters also evid­ently had the warmest feel­ings to­wards him, and from what French had seen of the lat­ter he felt that would have been im­possible had Geth­ing been a man of bad or weak char­ac­ter. Such oth­er evid­ence as French had been able to ob­tain ten­ded in the same dir­ec­tion.

			Next, there was the open way in which Geth­ing re­turned to the of­fice. Had he in­ten­ded to burgle the safe, would he not have kept the fact of his vis­it a secret? Yet he told the of­fice boy he was re­turn­ing when in­struct­ing him to keep up the fire in the in­ner of­fice, and he also men­tioned it to his daugh­ter when dis­cuss­ing her pro­posed choir meet­ing.

			Fur­ther, there was this mat­ter of the fire in the private of­fice. If Geth­ing was go­ing to rob the safe, what was the fire for? It was not merely that he had in­struc­ted the of­fice boy to keep it up. He had him­self af­ter­wards put coal on, as was evid­enced by his fin­ger marks on the handle of the shovel. The rob­bing of the safe would have been a mat­ter of minutes only. Did the epis­ode of the fire not look as if Geth­ing really was em­ployed at some ex­cep­tion­al work, as he had stated to his daugh­ter?

			On the whole, French thought, the evid­ence for Geth­ing’s guilt was stronger than that against it, and he began to form a tent­at­ive the­ory some­what as fol­lows: That Geth­ing, find­ing the con­di­tions of his home life oner­ous bey­ond fur­ther en­dur­ance, and real­ising the un­usu­ally valu­able de­pos­it in the safe, had de­cided to help him­self, prob­ably to a quite small por­tion, know­ing that the loss would fall, not on Mr. Duke, but on the in­sur­ance com­pany; that he had ob­tained an im­pres­sion of the key from which he had had a du­plic­ate made; that he had in­ven­ted the busi­ness in the of­fice as a safe­guard should he be ac­ci­dent­ally found there dur­ing the even­ing; that he had been found there, prob­ably ac­ci­dent­ally, by someone who, see­ing the pos­sib­il­it­ies open­ing out in front of him, had been swept off his feet by the sud­den tempta­tion and had killed the old man and made off with the swag.

			This the­ory seemed to meet at least most of the facts. French was not pleased with it, but it was the best he could pro­duce, and he de­cided to ad­opt it as a work­ing hy­po­thes­is. At the same time he kept an open mind, re­cog­nising that the dis­cov­ery of some fresh fact might put a dif­fer­ent com­plex­ion on the whole af­fair.

			Next morn­ing he put some ob­vi­ous in­vest­ig­a­tions in train. By as­tute in­dir­ect in­quir­ies, he sat­is­fied him­self that neither Mr. Geth­ing nor any oth­er work­er in the Duke & Pe­abody of­fice had the tech­nic­al skill to have cut the key, and he put a man on to try and trace the pro­fes­sion­al who had done it. He is­sued a de­scrip­tion of the stolen dia­monds to the Brit­ish and Dutch po­lice, as well as to cer­tain deal­ers from whom he hoped to ob­tain in­form­a­tion of at­temp­ted sales. He saw that a gen­er­al ad­vice was sent to the banks as to the miss­ing notes, and he searched, un­suc­cess­fully, for any per­son who might have known of the treas­ure and who was un­able sat­is­fact­or­ily to ac­count for his move­ments on the night of the murder.

			But as the days slipped by without bring­ing any news, French grew ser­i­ously un­easy and re­doubled his ef­forts. He sus­pec­ted every­one he could think of, in­clud­ing the typ­ist, the of­fice boy, and even Mr. Duke him­self, but still without res­ult. The typ­ist proved she was at home all the even­ing, Billy New­ton was un­doubtedly at a Boy Scouts’ Rally, while guarded in­quir­ies at the prin­cip­al’s club and home proved that his state­ment as to how he had passed his even­ing was cor­rect in every par­tic­u­lar. Stan­ley Har­ring­ton’s move­ments he had already in­vest­ig­ated, and though the young man’s alibi could not be ab­so­lutely es­tab­lished he could find noth­ing to in­crim­in­ate him.

			Baffled in every dir­ec­tion, French began to lose heart, while his su­per­i­ors asked more and more in­sist­ent and un­pleas­ant ques­tions.

		
	
		
			
				IV

				Miss­ing

			
			About ten o’clock on the morn­ing of the tenth day after the murder of Charles Geth­ing, In­spect­or French sat in his room at New Scot­land Yard won­der­ing for the thou­sandth time if there was no clue in the af­fair which he had over­looked, no line of re­search which he had omit­ted to fol­low up.

			He had sel­dom found him­self up against so baff­ling a prob­lem. Though from the nature of the case, as he told him­self with ex­as­per­a­tion, a solu­tion should be eas­ily reached, yet he could find noth­ing to go on. The clues he had ob­tained looked prom­ising enough, but—they led nowhere. None of the stolen notes had reached the bank, nor had any of the dia­monds come on the mar­ket; no one in whom he was in­ter­ested had be­come sud­denly rich, and all his pos­sible sus­pects were able more or less sat­is­fact­or­ily to ac­count for their time on the fatal even­ing.

			French had just taken up his pen to write out a state­ment of what he had done, in the hope of dis­cov­er­ing some omis­sion, when his tele­phone rang. Ab­sent­mindedly he took up the re­ceiv­er.

			“I want to speak to In­spect­or French,” he heard in a fa­mil­i­ar voice. “Say that Mr. Duke of Duke & Pe­abody is on the phone.”

			There was a sug­ges­tion of eager­ness in the voice that in­stantly roused the In­spect­or’s in­terest.

			“In­spect­or French speak­ing,” he answered promptly. “Good morn­ing, Mr. Duke. I hope you have some news for me?”

			“I have some news,” the dis­tant voice re­turned, “but I don’t know wheth­er it bears on our quest. I have just had a let­ter from Schoofs, you re­mem­ber, the man­ager of our Am­s­ter­dam branch, and from what he tells me it looks as if Vander­kemp had dis­ap­peared.”

			“Dis­ap­peared?” French echoed. “How? Since when?”

			“I don’t know ex­actly. I am hav­ing the files looked up to try and settle dates. It ap­pears that he has been ab­sent from the Am­s­ter­dam of­fice for sev­er­al days, and Schoofs thought he was over here. But we’ve not seen him. I don’t un­der­stand the mat­ter. Per­haps if you’re not too busy you could come round and I’ll show you Schoofs’ let­ter.”

			“I’ll come at once.”

			Half an hour later French was mount­ing the stairs of the Hat­ton Garden of­fice. With a face wreathed in smiles, Billy New­ton ushered him in­to the private of­fice. Mr. Duke seemed nervous and a trifle ex­cited as he shook hands.

			“The more I think over this af­fair, In­spect­or, the less I like it,” he began im­me­di­ately. “I do hope there is noth­ing wrong. I will tell you all I know, but be­fore I show you Schoofs’ let­ter I had bet­ter ex­plain how it came to be writ­ten.”

			He looked up in­ter­rog­at­ively, then as French nod­ded, con­tin­ued:

			“As I think I already men­tioned, Vander­kemp is my trav­el­ling agent. He at­tends sales and auc­tions in all the coun­tries of Europe. He has car­ried through some very large deals for me, and I have every con­fid­ence both in his busi­ness acu­men and in his in­teg­rity. I told you also that amongst oth­ers he had pur­chased and brought to Lon­don the great­er part of the miss­ing stones.”

			“You told me that, sir.”

			“Of late years, when Vander­kemp is not on the road, he has been work­ing in the Am­s­ter­dam branch. Some three or four days be­fore poor Geth­ing’s death he had re­turned from a tour through south­ern Ger­many where he had been buy­ing jew­els from some of the former no­bil­ity who had fallen on evil days since the re­volu­tion. Three days ago, on last Monday to be ex­act, I learnt that a very fam­ous col­lec­tion of jew­els was shortly to be sold in Florence, and I wrote that even­ing to Schoofs telling him to send Vander­kemp to Italy to in­spect and value the stones with a view to my pur­chas­ing some of them. This is Schoofs’ reply which I re­ceived this morn­ing. You see what he says: ‘I note your in­struc­tions re send­ing Vander­kemp to Florence, but he had not yet re­turned here from Lon­don, where I pre­sumed he was stay­ing with your know­ledge and by your or­ders. When he ar­rives I shall send him on at once.’ What do you make of that, In­spect­or?”

			“Vander­kemp did not come to Lon­don, then?”

			“Not to my know­ledge. He cer­tainly did not come here.”

			“I should like to know why Mr. Schoofs thought he had, and also the date he was sup­posed to start.”

			“We can learn that by wir­ing to Schoofs.”

			In­spect­or French re­mained si­lent for a few mo­ments. It seemed to him now that he had neg­lected this Dutch of­fice. It was at least an­oth­er line of in­quiry, and one which might eas­ily bear fruit­ful res­ults.

			The staff there, Mr. Duke had stated, con­sisted of four per­sons, the man­ager, a typ­ist, and an of­fice boy. There was also at times this trav­el­ler, Vander­kemp, the same Vander­kemp who was uncle to Stan­ley Har­ring­ton. It was more than likely that these per­sons knew of the col­lec­tion of dia­monds. The man­ager would cer­tainly be in Mr. Duke’s con­fid­ence on the mat­ter. Vander­kemp had ac­tu­ally pur­chased and brought to Lon­don a large num­ber of the stones, which he had seen put in­to the safe, though, of course, it did not fol­low that he knew that they had been re­tained there. Be­sides, in the same way as in the Lon­don of­fice, leak­age of the in­form­a­tion to out­side ac­quaint­ances might eas­ily oc­cur. In­quir­ies in Am­s­ter­dam seemed to French to be in­dic­ated.

			“I think I shouldn’t wire,” he said at last. “There is no use in start­ing scares un­less we’re sure some­thing is wrong. Prob­ably the thing is cap­able of the most or­din­ary ex­plan­a­tion. But I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll slip across to Am­s­ter­dam and make a few in­quir­ies. If any­thing is wrong I’ll get to know.”

			“Good. I’d be very pleased if you did that. I’ll write Schoofs and tell him to help you in every way that he can.”

			French shook his head.

			“I shouldn’t do that either, if you don’t mind,” he de­clared. “I’ll just go over and have a look round. There is no need to men­tion it to any­one.”

			Mr. Duke de­murred, point­ing out that a note from him would en­list Mr. Schoof’s help. But French main­tained his ground, and the mer­chant agreed to carry out his wishes.

			French crossed by the night ser­vice from Har­wich, and at half-past eight o’clock next day emerged from the Cent­ral Sta­tion in­to the de­light­ful, old world cap­it­al. Though bent on sor­did enough busi­ness, he could not but feel the quaint charm of the city as he drove to the Bible Hotel in the Dam­rak, and again as, after break­fast, he sauntered out to re­con­noitre.

			Messrs. Duke & Pe­abody’s of­fice was close by in the Sin­gel­gracht, a semi-busi­ness street with a tree-lined canal down its centre, and crouch­ing at one corner, a heav­ily-gabled church with a queer little wooden tower not un­like a mon­strous candle ex­tin­guish­er. French had op­posed Mr. Duke’s of­fer to write to the man­ager in­tro­du­cing him, as he did not wish any of the Am­s­ter­dam staff to be aware be­fore­hand of his vis­it. He had on many oc­ca­sions ob­tained a vi­tal hint from the start or sud­den look of ap­pre­hen­sion which an un­ex­pec­ted ques­tion had pro­duced, and he was anxious not to neg­lect the pos­sib­il­ity of a sim­il­ar sug­ges­tion in this case. He there­fore pushed open the swing door, and without giv­ing a name, asked for the man­ager.

			Mr. Schoofs was a dap­per little man with a pom­pous man­ner and an evid­ent sense of his own value. He spoke ex­cel­lent Eng­lish, and greeted his caller po­litely as he mo­tioned him to a chair. French lost no time in com­ing to the point.

			“I have called, sir,” he began in a harsh tone, not at all in ac­cord with his usu­al “Soapy Joe” char­ac­ter, while he trans­fixed the oth­er with a cold and in­im­ic­al stare, “with ref­er­ence to the murder of Mr. Geth­ing. I am In­spect­or French of the Crim­in­al In­vest­ig­a­tion De­part­ment of New Scot­land Yard.”

			But his little plot did not come off. Mr. Schoofs merely raised his eye­brows, and with a slight shrug of his shoulders con­trived to pro­duce a subtle sug­ges­tion that he was sur­prised not with the mat­ter, but with the man­ner, of his vis­it­or’s an­nounce­ment.

			“Ah yes!” he mur­mured eas­ily. “A sad busi­ness truly! And I un­der­stand there is no trace of the mur­der­er and thief? It must be dis­quiet­ing to Lon­don­ers to have deeds of vi­ol­ence com­mit­ted with such im­pun­ity in their great city.”

			French, real­ising that he had lost the first move, changed his tone.

			“It is true, sir, that we have as yet made no ar­rest, but we are not without hope of do­ing so shortly. It was to gain some fur­ther in­form­a­tion that I came over to see you.”

			“I am quite at your dis­pos­al.”

			“I needn’t ask you if you can give me any dir­ectly help­ful news, be­cause in that case you would have already vo­lun­teered it. But it may be that you can throw light upon some side is­sue, of which you may not have real­ised the im­port­ance.”

			“Such as?”

			“Such, for ex­ample, as the names of per­sons who were aware of the ex­ist­ence of the dia­monds in Mr. Duke’s safe. That is one of many lines.”

			“Yes? And oth­ers?”

			“Sup­pose we take that one first. Can you, as a mat­ter of fact, tell me if the mat­ter was known of over here?”

			“I knew of it, if that is what you mean,” Mr. Schoofs answered in a slightly dry tone. “Mr. Duke told me of his pro­posed deal, and asked me to look out for stones for him. Mr. Vander­kemp also knew of it, as he bought a lot of the stones and took them to Lon­don. But I do not think any­one else knew.”

			“What about your clerk and of­fice boy?”

			Mr. Schoofs shook his head.

			“It is im­possible that either could have heard of it.”

			French, though he had be­gun in­aus­pi­ciously, con­tin­ued the in­ter­rog­a­tion with his usu­al suav­ity. He asked sev­er­al oth­er ques­tions, but without either learn­ing any­thing of in­terest, or sur­pris­ing Schoofs in­to show­ing em­bar­rass­ment or sus­pi­cious symp­toms. Then he turned to the real ob­ject of his vis­it.

			“Now about your trav­el­ler, Mr. Schoofs. What kind of man is Mr. Vander­kemp?”

			Un­der the gen­i­al and de­fer­ent man­ner which French was now ex­hib­it­ing, Schoofs had thawed, and he really seemed anxious to give all the help he could. Vander­kemp, it ap­peared, was a con­sid­er­able as­set to the firm, though ow­ing to his age—he was just over sixty—he was not able to do so much as formerly. Per­son­ally he was not very at­tract­ive; he drank a little too much, he gambled, and there were dis­cred­it­able though un­sub­stan­ti­ated tales of his private life. Moreover, he was of mor­ose tem­per and some­what short man­ners, ex­cept when ac­tu­ally ne­go­ti­at­ing a deal, when he could be suave and pol­ished enough. But he had been known to per­form kind ac­tions, for in­stance, he had been ex­ceed­ingly good to his neph­ew Har­ring­ton. Neither Schoofs nor any­one else in the con­cern par­tic­u­larly liked him, but he had one in­valu­able gift, a pro­found know­ledge of pre­cious stones and an ac­cur­acy in valu­ing them which was al­most un­canny. He had done well for the firm, and Mr. Duke was glad to over­look his short­com­ings in or­der to re­tain his ser­vices.

			“I should like to have a chat with him. Is he in at present?”

			“No, he went to Lon­don nearly a fort­night ago. He has not re­turned yet. But I’m ex­pect­ing him every day, as I have in­struc­tions from Mr. Duke to send him to Florence.”

			French looked in­ter­ested.

			“He went to Lon­don?” he re­peated. “But I can as­sure you he nev­er ar­rived there, or at least nev­er reached Mr. Duke’s of­fice. I have asked Mr. Duke on sev­er­al oc­ca­sions about his staff, and he dis­tinctly told me that he had not seen this Mr. Vander­kemp since two or three weeks be­fore the murder.”

			“But that’s most ex­traordin­ary,” Schoofs ex­claimed. “He cer­tainly left here to go to Lon­don on—what day was it?—it was the very day poor Geth­ing was murdered. He left by the day ser­vice via Rot­ter­dam and Queen­bor­ough. At least, he was to do so, for I only saw him on the pre­vi­ous even­ing.”

			“Well, he nev­er ar­rived. Was it on busi­ness he was go­ing?”

			“Yes, Mr. Duke wrote for him.”

			“Mr. Duke wrote for him?” French echoed, at last genu­inely sur­prised. “What? To cross that day?”

			“To see him in the of­fice on the fol­low­ing morn­ing. I can show you the let­ter.” He touched a bell and gave the ne­ces­sary in­struc­tions. “There it is,” he con­tin­ued, hand­ing over the pa­per which the clerk brought in.

			It was an octavo sheet of memor­andum pa­per with the firm’s name prin­ted on the top, and bore the fol­low­ing type­writ­ten let­ter:

			
				
					“20th Novem­ber.

					“H. A. Schoofs, Esq.

				
				“I should be ob­liged if you would please ask Mr. Vander­kemp to come over and see me here at 10:00 a.m. on Wed­nes­day, 26th inst., as I wish him to un­der­take ne­go­ti­ations for a fresh pur­chase. He may have to go to Stock­holm at short no­tice.”

			

			The note was signed “R. A. Duke,” with the at­tend­ant flour­ish with which French had grown fa­mil­i­ar.

			He sat star­ing at the sheet of pa­per, try­ing to fit this new dis­cov­ery in­to the scheme of things. But it seemed to him an in­sol­uble puzzle. Was Mr. Duke not really the in­no­cent, kindly old gen­tle­man he had fan­cied, but rather a mem­ber, if not the au­thor, of some deep-seated con­spir­acy? If he had writ­ten this note, why had he not men­tioned the fact when Vander­kemp was be­ing dis­cussed? Why had he shown sur­prise when he re­ceived Schoofs’ let­ter say­ing that the trav­el­ler had crossed to Lon­don? What was at the bot­tom of the whole af­fair?

			An idea struck him, and he ex­amined the let­ter more closely.

			“Are you sure this is really Mr. Duke’s sig­na­ture?” he asked slowly.

			Mr. Schoofs looked at him curi­ously.

			“Why, yes,” he answered. “At least, it nev­er oc­curred to me to doubt it.”

			“You might let me see some of his oth­er let­ters.”

			In a few seconds half a dozen were pro­duced, and French began whist­ling be­low his breath as he sat com­par­ing the sig­na­tures, us­ing a lens which he took from his pock­et. After he had ex­amined each sys­tem­at­ic­ally, he laid them down on the table and sat back in his chair.

			“That was stu­pid of me,” he an­nounced. “I should have learnt all I wanted without ask­ing for these oth­er let­ters. That sig­na­ture is forged. See here, look at it for your­self.”

			He passed the lens to Schoofs, who in his turn ex­amined the name.

			“You see, the lines of that writ­ing are not smooth; they are a mass of tiny shakes and quivers. That means that they have not been writ­ten quickly and boldly; they have been slowly drawn or traced over pen­cil. Com­pare one of these oth­er notes and you will see that while at a dis­tance the sig­na­tures look identic­al, in real­ity they are quite dif­fer­ent. No, Mr. Duke nev­er wrote that. I am afraid Mr. Vander­kemp has been the vic­tim of some trick.”

			Schoofs was vis­ibly ex­cited. He hung on the oth­er’s words and nod­ded em­phat­ic­ally at his con­clu­sions. Then he swore com­pre­hens­ively in Dutch. “Good heav­ens, In­spect­or!” he cried. “You see the sig­ni­fic­ance of all that?”

			French glanced at him keenly.

			“In what way?” he de­man­ded.

			“Why, here we have a murder and a rob­bery, and then we have this, oc­cur­ring at the very same time. … Well, does it not look sug­gest­ive?”

			“You mean the two things are con­nec­ted?”

			“Well, what do you think?” Mr. Schoofs replied with some im­pa­tience.

			“It cer­tainly does look like it,” French ad­mit­ted slowly. Already his act­ive brain was build­ing up a the­ory, but he wanted to get the oth­er’s views. “You are sug­gest­ing, I take it, that Vander­kemp may have been con­cerned in the crime?”

			Schoofs shook his head de­cidedly.

			“I am sug­gest­ing noth­ing of the kind,” he re­tor­ted. “That’s not my job. The thing merely struck me as pe­cu­li­ar.”

			“No, no,” French answered smoothly, “I have not ex­pressed my­self clearly. Neither of us is mak­ing any ac­cus­a­tion. We are simply con­sult­ing to­geth­er in a private, and, I hope, a friendly way, each anxious only to find out the truth. Any sug­ges­tion may be help­ful. If I make the sug­ges­tion that Mr. Vander­kemp is the guilty man in or­der to en­able us to dis­cuss the pos­sib­il­ity, it does not fol­low that either of us be­lieves it to be true, still less that I should act on it.”

			“I am aware of that, but I don’t make any such sug­ges­tion.”

			“Then I do,” French de­clared, “simply as a basis for dis­cus­sion. Let us sup­pose then, purely for ar­gu­ment’s sake, that Mr. Vander­kemp de­cides to make some of the firm’s wealth his own. He is present when the stones are be­ing put in­to the safe, and in some way when Mr. Duke’s back is turned, he takes an im­pres­sion of the key. He crosses to Lon­don, either finds Geth­ing in the of­fice or is in­ter­rup­ted by him, murders the old man, takes the dia­monds, and clears out. What do you think of that?”

			“What about the let­ter?”

			“Well, that surely fits in? Mr. Vander­kemp must leave this of­fice in some way which won’t arouse your sus­pi­cion or cause you to ask ques­tions of the Lon­don of­fice. What bet­ter way than by for­ging the let­ter?”

			Mr. Schoofs swore for the second time. “If he has done that,” he cried hotly, “let him hang! I’ll do everything I can, In­spect­or, to help you to find out, and that not only on gen­er­al grounds, but for old Geth­ing’s sake, for whom I had a sin­cere re­gard.”

			“I thought you would feel that way, sir. Now to re­turn to de­tails. I sup­pose you haven’t the en­vel­ope that let­ter came in?”

			“Nev­er saw it,” Mr. Schoofs replied. “The clerk who opened it would des­troy it.”

			“Bet­ter have the clerk in, and we’ll ask the ques­tion.”

			Mr. Schoofs made a sud­den ges­ture.

			“By Jove!” he cried. “It was Vander­kemp him­self. He acts as head clerk when he is here.”

			“Then we don’t get any evid­ence there. Either the let­ter came through the post, in which case he des­troyed the en­vel­ope in the usu­al way, or else he brought the let­ter to the of­fice and slipped it in among the oth­ers.”

			French picked up the let­ter again. Ex­per­i­ence had taught him that typescript could be ex­tremely char­ac­ter­ist­ic, and he wondered if this in ques­tion could be made to yield up any of its secrets.

			It cer­tainly had pe­cu­li­ar­it­ies. The lens re­vealed a dent in the curve of the n, where the type had evid­ently struck some­thing hard, and the tail of the g was slightly de­fect­ive.

			French next ex­amined the genu­ine let­ters, and was in­ter­ested to find their type showed the same ir­reg­u­lar­it­ies. It was there­fore cer­tain that the forged let­ter had been typed in the Lon­don of­fice.

			He sat think­ing deeply, un­con­sciously whist­ling his little tune through his closed teeth. There was an­oth­er pe­cu­li­ar­ity about the forged note. The let­ters were a trifle in­den­ted, show­ing that the type­writer keys had been struck with rather more than the usu­al force. He turned the sheet over, and he saw that so much was this the case that the stops were punched al­most through. Pick­ing up the genu­ine let­ters, he looked for the same pe­cu­li­ar­ity, but the touch in these cases was much light­er and even the full stop barely showed through. This seemed to jus­ti­fy a fur­ther de­duc­tion—that the writer of the forged note was un­skilled, prob­ably an am­a­teur, while that of the oth­ers was an ex­pert. French felt he could safely as­sume that the forged note had been typed by some un­au­thor­ised per­son, us­ing the ma­chine in the Lon­don of­fice.

			But, so far as he could see, these de­duc­tions threw no light on the guilt or in­no­cence of Vander­kemp. The let­ter might have come from some oth­er per­son in Lon­don, or Vander­kemp might have typed it him­self dur­ing one of his vis­its to the met­ro­pol­is. More data was wanted be­fore a con­clu­sion could be reached.

			Though from what he had seen of Schoofs, the In­spect­or thought it un­likely that he was mixed up in what he was be­gin­ning to be­lieve was a far-reach­ing con­spir­acy, he did not men­tion his dis­cov­er­ies to him, but con­tin­ued try­ing to pump him for fur­ther in­form­a­tion about the miss­ing trav­el­ler. Vander­kemp, it seemed, was a tall man, or would have been if he held him­self erect, but he had stooped shoulders and a slouch­ing way of walk­ing which de­trac­ted from his height. He was in­clin­ing to stout­ness, and had dark hair and a sal­low com­plex­ion. His chin was clean-shaven, but he wore a heavy dark mous­tache. Glasses covered his short­sighted eyes.

			French ob­tained some samples of his hand­writ­ing, but no pho­to­graph of him was avail­able. In fact, Mr. Schoofs did not seem able to sup­ply any fur­ther in­form­a­tion, nor did an in­ter­rog­a­tion of the typ­ist and of­fice boy, both of whom spoke a little Eng­lish, pro­duce any bet­ter res­ults.

			“Where did Mr. Vander­kemp live?” French asked, when he thought he had ex­hausted the re­sources of the of­fice.

			It ap­peared that the trav­el­ler was un­mar­ried, and Mr. Schoofs did not know if he had any liv­ing re­l­at­ives oth­er than Har­ring­ton. He boarded with Mev­rouw Bondix, in the Kinker­straat, and thith­er the two men betook them­selves, French beg­ging the oth­er’s com­pany in case he should be needed as in­ter­pret­er. Mev­rouw Bondix was a gar­rulous little old lady who had but little Eng­lish, and upon whom Schoofs’ ques­tions ac­ted as a push but­ton does on an elec­tric bell. She over­whelmed them with a flood of con­ver­sa­tion of which French could un­der­stand not one word, and from which even the man­ager was hard put to it to ex­tract the mean­ing. But the gist of the mat­ter was that Vander­kemp had left her house at half-past eight on the night be­fore the murder, with the ex­pressed in­ten­tion of tak­ing the 9:00 train for Lon­don. Since then she had neither seen him nor heard from him.

			“But,” French ex­claimed, “I thought you told me he had crossed by the day­light ser­vice on the day of the murder?”

			“He said he would,” Schoofs answered with a some­what puzzled air. “He said so most dis­tinctly. I re­mem­ber it par­tic­u­larly be­cause he poin­ted out that Mr. Duke would prob­ably ask him, after the in­ter­view, to start by the af­ter­noon Con­tin­ent­al train on his new jour­ney, and he pre­ferred to travel dur­ing the pre­vi­ous day so as to in­sure a good night’s sleep in Lon­don. He said that in an­swer to a sug­ges­tion of mine that he would be in time enough if he went over on the night be­fore his in­ter­view.”

			“What time do these trains get in to Lon­don?”

			“I don’t know, but we can find out at the of­fice.”

			“I’d like to go to the Cent­ral Sta­tion next, if you don’t mind com­ing along,” French de­clared, “so we could look them up there. But be­fore I go I want you to tell me if Mr. Vander­kemp fig­ures in any of these?” He poin­ted to a num­ber of pho­to­graph­ic groups which ad­orned the chim­neypiece and walls.

			It happened that the miss­ing trav­el­ler ap­peared in one of the groups, and both Mr. Schoofs and Mev­rouw Bondix bore testi­mony to the ex­cel­lence of the por­trait.

			“Then I’ll take it,” French an­nounced, as he slipped the card in­to his pock­et.

			The two men next went to the Cent­ral Sta­tion and looked up the trains. They found that the day ser­vice did not reach Vic­tor­ia un­til 10:05 p.m. The sig­ni­fic­ance of this was not lost upon French. Orch­ard stated he had reached the of­fice in Hat­ton Garden at 10:15, and that it could not have been later was es­tab­lished by the evid­ence of Con­stable Al­corn. The body at that time was cold, so that the crime must have taken place some con­sid­er­able time earli­er. A man, there­fore, who had crossed by the day­light ser­vice from Am­s­ter­dam could not pos­sibly have had time to com­mit the murder. Had Vander­kemp lied de­lib­er­ately to Schoofs when he told him he was us­ing that day­light ser­vice? If so, was it in or­der to es­tab­lish an alibi? Had he a secret ap­point­ment with Geth­ing for an earli­er hour on the fatal even­ing, and had he crossed the night be­fore with the ob­ject of keep­ing it? French felt these were ques­tions which re­quired sat­is­fact­ory an­swers, and he made a men­tal note not to rest un­til he had found them.

			With his new friend’s aid he began to in­ter­rog­ate the staff of the Cent­ral Sta­tion, in the hope of as­cer­tain­ing wheth­er or not the miss­ing man had ac­tu­ally left by the train in ques­tion. But of this he could learn noth­ing. None of the em­ploy­ees ap­peared to know Vander­kemp’s ap­pear­ance, nor after that lapse of time could any­one re­call hav­ing seen a pas­sen­ger of his de­scrip­tion.

			That day and the next French spent in the charm­ing old city, try­ing to learn what he could of the miss­ing man’s life and habits. He came across a num­ber of per­sons who were ac­quain­ted with the trav­el­ler, but no one with whom he had been really in­tim­ate. None of these people could give him much in­form­a­tion, nor did any of them seem to care wheth­er or no Vander­kemp should ever be heard of again. From all he heard, French con­cluded that Vander­kemp’s char­ac­ter was such as might be ex­pec­ted in the guilty man, but there was but little evid­ence of motive, and none at all of guilt.

			He re­turned to Lon­don by the night ser­vice, and hav­ing as­cer­tained that the steam­er he crossed by was the same that had run on the date of Vander­kemp’s as­sumed jour­ney, he made ex­haust­ive in­quir­ies as to the lat­ter from the staff on board, un­for­tu­nately with neg­at­ive res­ults.

			Next day his ef­forts were equally fruit­less. He spent most of it in dis­cuss­ing the situ­ation with Mr. Duke, and try­ing to make a list of the per­sons who could have had ac­cess to the type­writer, but nowhere could he get a gleam of light. The au­thor­ship of the let­ter re­mained as in­scrut­able a mys­tery as the murder of Geth­ing.

			Hav­ing cir­cu­lated a de­scrip­tion of Vander­kemp con­tain­ing a copy of the pho­to­graph, French went home that night a wor­ried and dis­con­sol­ate man. But though he did not know it, fur­ther news was even at the mo­ment on the way to him.

		
	
		
			
				V

				French Takes a Jour­ney

			
			In­spect­or French had not quite fin­ished sup­per that even­ing when his tele­phone bell rang. He was wanted back at the Yard im­me­di­ately. Some in­form­a­tion about the case had come in.

			Cheer­ful and hope­ful, he set off and in a few minutes was once more seated in his of­fice. There a note was await­ing him, which had been de­livered by hand a short time pre­vi­ously. He eagerly tore it open, and read:

			
				
					“City of Lon­don Bank­ing Co.,

					“Read­ing Branch, 11th Decem­ber.

				
				“Sir—With ref­er­ence to your in­quiry re cer­tain bank­notes, I beg to in­form you that Bank of Eng­land ten-pound notes num­bers A/V 173258 W and N/L 386427 P were paid in­to this Branch just be­fore clos­ing time today. Our tell­er for­tu­nately no­ticed the num­bers al­most im­me­di­ately, and he thinks, though is not pos­it­ive, they were paid in by a Col­on­el FitzGeorge of this town, whose ad­dress is Oak­lands, Wind­sor Road.

				“I am send­ing this note by one of our clerks, who is go­ing to town this af­ter­noon.

				
					“Yours faith­fully,

					“Her­bert Hinck­ston,

					“Man­ager.”

				
			

			French re­ceived this in­form­a­tion with a feel­ing of de­light which speedily changed to mis­giv­ing. At first sight what could be more valu­able to his quest than the dis­cov­ery of some of the stolen notes? And yet when he con­sidered that these had been passed in by an army man resid­ing in Read­ing, the doubt im­me­di­ately in­sinu­ated it­self that here also might be a prom­ising clue which would lead to noth­ing. Ob­vi­ously, if this Col­on­el FitzGeorge had in­deed paid in the notes, it did not at all fol­low that he was the thief, or even that he had ob­tained them from the thief. Be­fore they reached the bank in Read­ing they might have passed through a dozen hands.

			But, be this as it might, French’s pro­ced­ure was at least clear. A vis­it to Col­on­el FitzGeorge was un­doubtedly his next step.

			He picked up a Brad­shaw. Yes, there would be time to go that night. A train left Pad­ding­ton at 8:10 which would bring him to Read­ing be­fore 9:00.

			He ran down through the great build­ing, and hail­ing a taxi, was driv­en to the ter­minus. He caught the train with a minute to spare, and shortly be­fore nine he was in con­ver­sa­tion with a taxi driver out­side the Great West­ern Sta­tion in Read­ing.

			“Yessir,” the man as­sured him, “I know the ’ouse. Ten minutes drive out along the Wind­sor Road.”

			The night was dark, and French could not take minute stock of his sur­round­ings, but he presently learnt from the sounds of his car’s wheels that Oak­lands was reached from the road by an ap­pre­ciable drive coated with fine gravel, and the bulk of the house, loom­ing large above him as he stood be­fore the porch, in­dic­ated an own­er well en­dowed with this world’s goods. The im­pres­sion was con­firmed when in an­swer to his in­quiry a ven­er­able but­ler con­duc­ted him through a hall of im­pos­ing di­men­sions to a lux­uri­ous sit­ting-room. There the man left him, re­turn­ing in a few minutes to say his mas­ter was in the lib­rary and would see Mr. French.

			Col­on­el FitzGeorge was a tall, white-haired man, with an erect car­riage and ex­cess­ively cour­teous man­ners. He bowed as French entered, and in­dic­ated a deep leath­er-lined arm­chair drawn up op­pos­ite his own be­fore the blaz­ing fire of pine logs.

			“A chilly even­ing, In­spect­or,” he said pleas­antly. “Won’t you sit down?”

			French thanked him, and after apo­lo­gising for the hour of his call, went on:

			“My vis­it, sir, is in con­nec­tion with cer­tain bank­notes which I am try­ing to trace. Some time ago there was a rob­bery in the City in which a num­ber of Bank of Eng­land notes were stolen. The own­er for­tu­nately was able to find out their num­bers from his bank. When the mat­ter was re­por­ted to us, we nat­ur­ally asked the banks gen­er­ally to keep a lookout for them. Noth­ing was heard of them un­til today, but this af­ter­noon, just be­fore clos­ing time, two of them were paid in­to the Read­ing Branch of the City of Lon­don Bank. The tell­er, though not cer­tain, be­lieved that you had paid them in. You can see, there­fore, the ob­ject of my call. It is to ask you if you can pos­sibly help me to trace the thief by telling me where you re­ceived the notes. There were two, both for ten pounds, and the num­bers were A/V 173258 W and N/L 386427 P.”

			Col­on­el FitzGeorge looked in­ter­ested.

			“I cer­tainly called at the bank this af­ter­noon and lodged some money,” he answered. “It was mostly in the form of di­vidend war­rants, but there were a few notes. Now where did I get those? I should be able to tell you off­hand, but I’m not at all sure that I can. Let me think, please.”

			For some mo­ments si­lence reigned in the lux­uri­ously-fur­nished room. French, al­ways sus­pi­cious, sur­repti­tiously watched his new ac­quaint­ance, but he had to ad­mit that he could dis­cern none of the cus­tom­ary signs of guilt. But he re­minded him­self that you nev­er knew, and de­term­ined that un­less he was com­pletely sat­is­fied by the com­ing reply, he would make an in­vest­ig­a­tion in­to Col­on­el FitzGeorge’s move­ments on the night of the murder.

			“I be­lieve,” said the Col­on­el sud­denly, “I know where I got those notes. I am not by any means cer­tain, but I think I can tell you. Un­less I am very much mis­taken, it was from the man­ager of the Hotel Beau-Se­jour in Chamonix.”

			“Chamonix?” French re­peated in sur­prise. This was by no means what he had ex­pec­ted to hear.

			“Yes. I have been for the last six weeks in Switzer­land and Sa­voy, and two days ago, on last Tues­day af­ter­noon, to be ex­act, I left Chamonix. I caught the night train from Geneva, was in Par­is next morn­ing, and reached Char­ing Cross yes­ter­day, Wed­nes­day, af­ter­noon. Today I went through my cor­res­pond­ence, and after lunch took in my di­vidends and some spare cash to lodge in the bank.”

			“And the two ten-pound notes, sir?”

			“The two ten-pound notes, as I say, I be­lieve I re­ceived at the Chamonix hotel. I found I had to re­turn home soon­er than I had in­ten­ded, and as I was leav­ing the coun­try I wanted to change back all but a small amount of my for­eign money. It was con­veni­ent to do it at the hotel, and be­sides, you can’t al­ways be sure of get­ting enough change at Cal­ais or on the boat. I asked the man­ager of the Beau-Se­jour to give me Eng­lish money for my francs, and he did so at once.”

			“Why do you think these par­tic­u­lar notes were handed over by him?”

			“He paid me in ten-pound notes only. He gave me five of them—I changed fifty pounds’ worth of francs al­to­geth­er. It is true that I had some oth­er Eng­lish notes, and there were some at home here, but so far as I can re­mem­ber, there were no tens among them—only fives and Treas­ury notes.”

			With this, French had to be con­tent. Though he asked many oth­er ques­tions he could learn noth­ing fur­ther to help him. But on the pre­text that the notes might have been re­ceived at some oth­er place, he ob­tained a note of the Col­on­el’s it­in­er­ary while abroad. Ac­cord­ing to this, it ap­peared that on the night of Charles Geth­ing’s murder, the trav­el­ler had slept in the Bel­levue Hotel at Kander­steg, pri­or to walk­ing over the Gemmi Pass on the fol­low­ing day. This French noted as a point cap­able of be­ing checked, should check­ing be­come de­sir­able.

			He had kept his taxi, and after a little trouble he found the ad­dress of the tell­er of the City of Lon­don Bank, and paid him a late call. But from him he learnt noth­ing new, ex­cept that the man seemed much more cer­tain that Col­on­el FitzGeorge had really handed in the notes than the let­ter of his man­ager had led French to be­lieve. He ad­mit­ted that he was re­ly­ing on memory alone, but said he had checked over his money just be­fore the Col­on­el’s vis­it, and he was pos­it­ive the stolen notes were not then there.

			In­spect­or French was in a dis­tinctly pess­im­ist­ic frame of mind as he sat in the corner of a smoking com­part­ment of the last train from Read­ing to town, and next morn­ing as he put the facts he had learnt be­fore his chief, he was but slightly more san­guine. Two of the stolen notes had been dis­covered; that was really all that could be stated with cer­tainty. That Col­on­el FitzGeorge had paid them in­to the bank was by no means sure, still less that he really had re­ceived them from a hotel man­ager in Chamonix. But even as­sum­ing the Col­on­el’s re­col­lec­tion was ac­cur­ate, it did not greatly help. It was un­likely that the man­ager could state from whom he in his turn had re­ceived those par­tic­u­lar notes. In­deed, even were he able to do so, and by some mir­acle were French able to trace the giver, in all prob­ab­il­ity the lat­ter also would turn out to be in­no­cent, and the goal would be no near­er. The whole epis­ode seemed to French, as he ex­pressed it to his chief, a washout.

			But the great man took a dif­fer­ent view. He replied in the same words which French him­self had used in an­oth­er con­nec­tion.

			“You nev­er know,” he de­clared. “You miss this chance and you’re down and out, so far as I can see. But if you go over and see the man­ager you don’t know what you mayn’t light on. If the thief stayed in that hotel, he must have re­gistered. You might get some­thing from that. Mind you, I agree that it’s a thin chance, but a thin chance is bet­ter than none.”

			“Then you think, sir, I ought to go to Chamonix?”

			“Yes. It won’t cost a great deal, and you may get some­thing. Have you ever been there?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Well, you’ll en­joy it. I’d give a good deal to take your place.”

			“Oh, I shall en­joy it right enough, sir. But I’m not hope­ful of the res­ult.”

			The chief gave a dry but kindly smile.

			“French, you’re not usu­ally such a con­foun­ded pess­im­ist. Get along, and hope for the best.”

			French had looked up the po­s­i­tions of Chamonix and Kander­steg on the pre­vi­ous even­ing, and he had seen that by tak­ing a com­par­at­ively slight de­tour it would be pos­sible for him to vis­it the lat­ter place on his way to the former. He de­cided, there­fore, that he might as well set his mind at rest on the ques­tion of Col­on­el FitzGeorge’s where­abouts on the night of the murder. He did not sus­pect the man, but it would be bet­ter to be sure.

			But to do this, some fur­ther in­form­a­tion was ne­ces­sary. He must, if pos­sible, ob­tain a pho­to­graph of the Col­on­el and a sample of his sig­na­ture. It was not yet ten o’clock, and he thought it would be pos­sible to get these and catch the af­ter­noon train for the Con­tin­ent.

			By half-past el­ev­en he was back in Read­ing. There he handed a taxi man a note which he had writ­ten dur­ing the jour­ney, telling him to take it to Col­on­el FitzGeorge’s, and to bring the an­swer back to him at the sta­tion. The note, he ad­mit­ted to him­self, was clumsy, but it was the best he could think of at the mo­ment. In it he re­gret­ted troub­ling his new ac­quaint­ance so soon again, but he had most stu­pidly lost the memor­andum he had taken of the name of the hotel in Chamonix at which the stolen notes were ob­tained, and would Col­on­el FitzGeorge be so kind as to let him have it again.

			The note des­patched, he turned to the second por­tion of his busi­ness. With his usu­al de­tailed ob­ser­va­tion, he had seen on the chim­neypiece of the Col­on­el’s lib­rary a pho­to­graph of the gen­tle­man him­self, and noted that it was the work of Messrs. Gale & Hard­wood, of Read­ing. An in­quiry from the taxi driver had giv­en him the ad­dress of the stu­dio, and he now set off there in the hope of ob­tain­ing a copy.

			In this he was un­ex­pec­tedly suc­cess­ful. Messrs. Gale & Hard­wood had a print in one of their show­cases, which in five minutes was trans­ferred to the In­spect­or’s pock­et, and he was back at the sta­tion be­fore his taxi man turned up with the reply to his note.

			In this also his luck was in. The man had found Col­on­el FitzGeorge just about to start for Read­ing. He handed French back his own note, across which was writ­ten in a firm, mas­cu­line hand: “Beau-Se­jour. B. L. FitzGeorge.”

			Stow­ing the pho­to­graph and the note away in his pock­et­book, French re­turned to town, and the same af­ter­noon at 2:00 he left Vic­tor­ia on his second trip to the Con­tin­ent. He had been to France and Ger­many on a pre­vi­ous oc­ca­sion, but nev­er to Switzer­land, and he was look­ing for­ward to get­ting a glimpse of some of the won­der­ful moun­tain scenery of that coun­try.

			He dis­em­barked at Cal­ais, passed through the cus­toms, and took his seat in the Lötschberg-Sim­plon ex­press with true Brit­ish dis­ap­prov­al of all that he saw. But later the ex­cel­lent din­ner served while the train ran through the pleas­ant coun­try between Ab­beville and Ami­ens brought him to a more ac­qui­es­cent mood, and over a good ci­gar and a cup of such cof­fee as he had sel­dom be­fore tasted, he com­pla­cently watched day fade in­to night. About half-past six o’clock next morn­ing he fol­lowed the ex­ample of his count­less Brit­ish pre­de­cessors, and climbed down on the long plat­form at Bale to drink his morn­ing cof­fee. Then again on through scenery of grow­ing in­terest, past Bern to Spiez, where he found the Lake of Thun really had the in­cred­ible col­our­ing he had so of­ten scoffed at, but secretly ad­mired, in the Swiss posters he had seen in Lon­don. Fi­nally, after crawl­ing round the loops on the side of the Früti­gen val­ley, the train stopped at Kandesteg, and bag in hand he des­cen­ded to the plat­form. A port­er with the name “Bel­levue” on his cap caught his eye, and a short drive brought him to the hotel.

			After déjeuner he sought the man­ager, a suave func­tion­ary whose Eng­lish ac­cent was a trifle sug­gest­ive of New York. No, it was not the mat­ter of his room. French re­gret­ted that on that oc­ca­sion he could not re­main overnight in the hotel—he hoped he would soon be free to re­turn and to do so—but for the mo­ment he was on busi­ness. He would take the man­ager in­to his con­fid­ence. He was a de­tect­ive … in short, could the man­ager help him? That was the gen­tle­man’s pho­to­graph.

			“But, of course! Yes,” the man­ager answered promptly on glan­cing at the por­trait. “It is the Col­on­el FitzGeorge, the Eng­lish gen­tle­man from Lon­don. He was here, let me see, two—three weeks ago. I will look up the re­gister.”

			Fur­ther in­quir­ies eli­cited the in­form­a­tion that the Col­on­el had stayed for three nights at the hotel, and had left early on the day after the murder with the in­ten­tion of walk­ing to Leuk­erbad over the Gemmi Pass.

			His busi­ness at Kander­steg com­pleted, French con­scien­tiously looked up the next train to Chamonix. But he found he could not get through that day, and be­ing tired from his jour­ney, he de­cided to re­main where he was un­til the next morn­ing. He spent the af­ter­noon lost in ad­mir­a­tion of the charm­ing val­ley, and that night slept to the mur­mur of a moun­tain stream which flowed be­neath his win­dow.

			Next morn­ing he took the south­bound train, and hav­ing passed through the nine miles of the Lo­etschberg tun­nel, he gazed with ver­it­able awe in­to the dreary waste of the Lo­etschenth­al and the great gulf of the Rhone Val­ley, mar­vel­ling as the train raced along the side of the stu­pendous cliff. He changed at Brigue, passed down the Rhone Val­ley, and chan­ging again at Mar­tigny, spent an­oth­er four hours on what a fel­low-trav­el­ler with a nas­al drawl de­scribed as “the most el­eg­ant ride he’d struck,” through Val­lor­cine and Ar­gen­tiere to Chamonix. On cross­ing the di­vide, the pan­or­ama which sud­denly burst on his view of the vast mass of the Mont Blanc mas­sif hanging in the sky above the val­ley, lit­er­ally took away his breath, and he swore that his next hol­i­days would cer­tainly be spent in the over­whelm­ing scenery of these tre­mend­ous moun­tains.

			At Chamonix his­tory ten­ded to re­peat it­self. He reached his hotel, dined ex­cel­lently, and then sought the man­ager. M. Mar­cel, like his con­frère in Kander­steg, was cour­tesy per­son­i­fied, and listened care­fully to French’s state­ment. But when he real­ised the nature of the prob­lem he was called upon to solve, he could but shake his head and shrug his shoulders.

			“Alas, mon­sieur,” he wailed, “but with the best will in the world, how can I? I change so many Eng­lish notes. … I re­call giv­ing those ten-pound notes to a gen­tle­man from Eng­land, be­cause it is com­par­at­ively sel­dom that I am asked to change French money in­to Eng­lish, but I am con­stantly re­ceiv­ing Eng­lish notes. No, I am sorry, but I could not tell you where those came from.”

			Though French had scarcely hoped for any oth­er reply, he was nev­er­the­less dis­ap­poin­ted. He showed Col­on­el FitzGeorge’s pho­to­graph to the man­ager, who in­stantly re­cog­nised it as that of the Eng­lish­man for whom he had ex­changed the notes. But he could give no fur­ther help.

			This clue hav­ing petered out, French de­term­ined to call for the re­gister and make a search therein in the hope of re­cog­nising the hand­writ­ing of some entry. But be­fore he did so he asked about Vander­kemp. Had any­one of that name been a re­cent vis­it­or?

			The man­ager could not re­call the name, but he had a thor­ough search made of the re­cords. This also drew blank. French then handed him the pho­to­graph of Vander­kemp which he had ob­tained in Am­s­ter­dam, ask­ing if he had even seen the ori­gin­al.

			With that the luck turned. M. Mar­cel beamed. “But yes, mon­sieur,” he ex­claimed, with a suc­ces­sion of nods, “your friend was here for sev­er­al days. He left about a fort­night ago. M. Har­ris­on from one of your great Mid­land towns, is it not? He told me which, but I have for­got­ten.”

			“That’s the man,” cried French heart­ily, de­lighted bey­ond words at this new de­vel­op­ment. “I have been fol­low­ing him round. Might I see his entry in the re­gister?”

			Again the re­cords were brought in­to re­quis­i­tion, and as he looked French felt wholly tri­umphant. On com­par­ing the “J. Har­ris­on, Hud­der­sfield, Eng­land,” to which the manger poin­ted, with the samples of Vander­kemp’s hand­writ­ing which he had ob­tained from Mr. Schoofs, he saw that un­ques­tion­ably they were writ­ten by the same hand. So Vander­kemp was his man! After this there could be no fur­ther doubt of his guilt.

			For a mo­ment he re­mained si­lent, con­sid­er­ing what this dis­cov­ery meant. It was now evid­ent that Vander­kemp, un­der the ali­as Har­ris­on, had ar­rived at the Beau-Se­jour Hotel about mid­day on the second day after the crime, and after stay­ing a week, had de­par­ted for an un­known des­tin­a­tion. But the mat­ter did not end there. With a sud­den, the­at­ric­al ges­ture the man­ager in­dic­ated that he had more to say.

			“You have re­called some­thing to my mind, mon­sieur,” he an­nounced. “That M. Har­ris­on asked me to change notes for him. In fact, I re­mem­ber the whole thing clearly. His bill came to between four and five hun­dred francs, and he paid with an Eng­lish ten-pound note. With the ex­change as it is at present, he should have had about 300 francs change. But I now re­mem­ber he asked me at the same time to change a second ten-pound note. I did so, and gave him about 1,000 francs. So it is pos­sible, I do not say cer­tain, but it is pos­sible. …” He shrugged his shoulders and threw out his hands, as if to in­dic­ate that Fate and not he was re­spons­ible for the pos­sib­il­ity, and looked in­quir­ingly at his vis­it­or.

			In­spect­or French was ex­ult­ant. This news seemed to him to com­plete his case. When in Am­s­ter­dam he had found cause to sus­pect Vander­kemp of the crime, and now here was cor­rob­or­at­ive evid­ence of the most con­vin­cing char­ac­ter. Rap­idly he ran over in his mind the sa­li­ent points of the case against the trav­el­ler.

			Vander­kemp pos­sessed all the spe­cial know­ledge ne­ces­sary to com­mit the crime. He knew of the col­lec­tion of dia­monds, and was fa­mil­i­ar with the Lon­don of­fice and the char­ac­ters and habits of the work­ers there. As he was by no means well-off, this know­ledge would have con­sti­tuted a very real tempta­tion. So much on gen­er­al grounds.

			Then as to de­tails. A forged let­ter call­ing the man to Lon­don, or some sim­il­ar device, would be a ne­ces­sary fea­ture of the case. But this let­ter ex­is­ted; moreover Vander­kemp had ac­cess to the ma­chine on which it had been typed. While telling Mr. Schoofs that he was cross­ing by a cer­tain train, which ar­rived in town after the murder had been com­mit­ted, he had in real­ity gone by an earli­er ser­vice, which would have brought him there in time to carry out the crime. Such evid­ence, though cir­cum­stan­tial, was pretty strong. But when was ad­ded to it the facts that Vander­kemp had dis­ap­peared without ex­plan­a­tion from his firm, had ar­rived in Chamonix on the second day after the murder, had re­gistered un­der a false name and ad­dress, and most im­port­ant of all, had paid out two of the notes stolen from Mr. Duke’s safe, the case be­came over­whelm­ing. It was im­possible not to be­lieve in his guilt; in fact, sel­dom had the In­spect­or known so clear a case. When he had found and ar­res­ted Vander­kemp his work would be done.

			But just in the flush of vic­tory, his luck again turned. The man had left the Beau-Se­jour a week pre­vi­ously, and the man­ager had no idea what dir­ec­tion he had taken. In vain French asked ques­tions and made sug­ges­tions, hop­ing to say some­thing which might re­call the in­form­a­tion to the oth­er’s mind. But the man­ager read­ily gave his help in in­ter­view­ing the whole of the staff who had in any way come in con­tact with the wanted man. And here, thanks again to his per­sist­ent thor­ough­ness, he ob­tained just the hint that was needed.

			He had worked through the whole staff without res­ult, and he was about to give up, when it oc­curred to him that none of those to whom he had spoken had ad­mit­ted hav­ing brought down Vander­kemp’s lug­gage from his room on the day of his de­par­ture. French then asked dir­ectly who had done this, and fur­ther in­quir­ies re­vealed the fact that in the ab­sence of the usu­al man, an un­der port­er, usu­ally em­ployed about the kit­chen, had been called upon. This man stated he had no­ticed the la­bel on Vander­kemp’s suit­case. It was to a hotel in Bar­celona. He could not re­call the name of the hotel, but he was sure of the city.

			When French had thanked the man­ager, dis­trib­uted back­sheesh among the staff, and with the help of the head port­er worked out his jour­ney from Chamonix to Bar­celona, he felt his work in Sa­voy was done. He went ex­ult­antly to bed, and next morn­ing left by an early train on his way to Spain.

		
	
		
			
				VI

				The Hotel in Bar­celona

			
			To a com­par­at­ive stay-at-home like In­spect­or French, who con­sidered a run to Ply­mouth or New­castle a long jour­ney, the trail­ing of Jan Vander­kemp across south­w­est France opened up a con­cep­tion of the size of the globe where­on he moved and had his be­ing, which left him slightly awe­struck. The jour­ney from Sa­voy to Spain seemed end­less, the dis­tances in­cred­ible, the ex­panse of coun­try between him­self and home il­lim­it­able. Hour after hour he sat in the train, while elms and oaks gave place to cypresses and olives, apples to vines, and corn to maize, and it was not un­til day­light had gone on the even­ing of the second day that the train rolled in­to the Es­ta­cion de Fran­cia in Bar­celona.

			The port­er at the Beau-Se­jour at Chamonix had writ­ten down the names of two or three ho­tels at which he thought Eng­lish would be spoken, and passing out of the sta­tion, French showed the pa­per to a taxi driver. The man at first ogled it dis­trust­fully, then with a smile of com­pre­hen­sion he emit­ted a rap­id flood of some un­known lan­guage, opened the taxi door, bowed his fare in, and rap­idly crank­ing his en­gine, set off in­to the night. French was con­scious of be­ing whirled down a great av­en­ue wider than any he had yet seen, bril­liantly lighted, and with rows of palms down the centre; they turned through a vast square with what looked like a com­mem­or­ative column in the middle, then up a slightly nar­row­er, tree-lined boulevard, where presently the vehicle swung in­to the curb and French found him­self at his des­tin­a­tion—the Hôtel d’Ori­ent.

			To his ex­treme re­lief, the head port­er spoke Eng­lish. He got him to settle with the taxi man, and soon he began to for­get the fa­tigues of the jour­ney with the help of a lux­uri­ous bath and din­ner.

			He de­cided that he had done enough for one day, and presently, soothed by a ci­gar, he went out in­to the great street in front of the hotel, with its rows of trees and bril­liant arc lamps. He did not know then that this gently-slop­ing boulevard was one of the fam­ous streets of the world—the Rambla, known as is Pic­ca­dilly in Lon­don, the Champs Élysées in Par­is, or Fifth Av­en­ue in New York. For an hour he roamed, then, tired out, he re­turned to the Ori­ent, and a few minutes later was sunk in dream­less slum­ber.

			Early next morn­ing he was seated with the man­ager, who also spoke Eng­lish. But neither the man­ager nor any of his staff could help him, and French re­cog­nised that so far as the Ori­ent was con­cerned he had drawn blank. He there­fore set to work on the oth­er ho­tels, tak­ing the lar­ger first, the Colon, in the Plaza de Cataluna, the Cuatro Naciones, and such­like. Then he went on to the smal­ler es­tab­lish­ments, and at the fourth he paused sud­denly, thrilled by an un­ex­pec­ted sight.

			The hotel was in a side street off the Paseo de Colon, the great boulevard through which he had been driv­en on the pre­vi­ous even­ing. The en­trance door led in­to a kind of lounge in which were seated half a dozen people, evid­ently wait­ing for déjeuner. With one ex­cep­tion these were ob­vi­ously Span­iards, but that ex­cep­tion, French felt he could swear, was the ori­gin­al of the pho­to­graph.

			In spite of such a meet­ing be­ing what he was hop­ing for, the In­spect­or was taken aback. But his hes­it­a­tion was mo­ment­ary. Passing im­me­di­ately on to the little of­fice at the back of the lounge, he said in Eng­lish:

			“Can I have lunch, please? Will it soon be ready?”

			A dark-eyed, dark-haired girl came for­ward, smil­ing but shak­ing her head re­gret­fully, and mur­mur­ing what was evid­ently that she couldn’t un­der­stand.

			“You don’t speak Eng­lish, miss?” the de­tect­ive went on, speak­ing loudly and very clearly. “I want to know can I have lunch, and if it will soon be ready?”

			As the girl still shook her head, French turned back in­to the lounge.

			“Ex­cuse me,” he ad­dressed the com­pany gen­er­ally, “but might I ask if any of you gen­tle­men speak Eng­lish? I can’t make this young lady un­der­stand.”

			The little ruse suc­ceeded. The man re­sem­bling Vander­kemp rose.

			“I speak Eng­lish,” he answered. “What is it you want?”

			“Lunch,” French re­turned, “and to know if it will soon be ready.”

			“I can an­swer that for you,” the oth­er de­clared, after he had ex­plained the situ­ation to the girl. “Lunch will be ready in ex­actly five minutes, and vis­it­ors are usu­ally wel­come.”

			“Thank you.” French spoke in a leis­urely, con­ver­sa­tion­al way. “I am stay­ing at the Ori­ent, where one or two of them speak Eng­lish, but busi­ness brought me to this part of the town, and I did not want to go all that way back to lunch. A con­foun­ded nuis­ance this lan­guage busi­ness! It makes you feel pretty help­less when you want to talk to people.”

			“That’s true,” the stranger ad­mit­ted. “In most of the lar­ger ho­tels they speak French and Eng­lish, but at prac­tic­ally none of the smal­ler. In this one, for ex­ample, one waiter has a few words of French only. No Eng­lish or Itali­an or Ger­man. Some of the staff don’t even speak Span­ish.”

			French was in­ter­ested in spite of the lar­ger ques­tion which was oc­cupy­ing his mind.

			“Not Span­ish?” he re­peated. “How do you mean? What do they speak?”

			“Catalan. This is Cata­lonia, you know, and both the race and the lan­guage are dif­fer­ent from the rest of Spain. They are more go-ahead and en­ter­pris­ing than the people farther south.”

			“That sounds a bit like Ire­land,” French re­marked. “I’ve been both in Bel­fast and in the south, and the same things seems to hold good. Though Dub­lin is a fine city, and no mis­take.”

			They con­tin­ued dis­cuss­ing peoples and lan­guages and the north­erly con­cen­tra­tion of en­ergy to be found in most coun­tries, un­til the hands of the clock poin­ted to noon and lunch time. Then French caught what he had been angling for. The stranger asked him to share his table.

			The In­spect­or con­tin­ued to make him­self agree­able, and after they had fin­ished in­vited the oth­er to have cof­fee and a ci­gar with him in a deser­ted corner of the lounge. Then think­ing his com­pan­ion was by this time off his guard, he in­tro­duced a new sub­ject after a lull in the con­ver­sa­tion.

			“It’s strange the dif­fer­ent busi­nesses people are en­gaged on,” he re­marked ru­min­at­ively, as he poured him­self out a second cup of cof­fee. “Now, I wouldn’t mind bet­ting a ten-pound note you wouldn’t guess what I am, and what my busi­ness here is.”

			The oth­er laughed.

			“I con­fess I was won­der­ing,” he ad­mit­ted. “I am afraid I should lose my money. I won’t guess.”

			“Well, I’ll tell you, though our busi­ness is not a thing we speak of as a rule. I am a de­tect­ive in­spect­or from Scot­land Yard.”

			As he spoke French watched the oth­er’s face. If this were the man of whom he was in search, he could swear he would make him ex­hib­it some emo­tion.

			But so far he did not suc­ceed. His new ac­quaint­ance merely laughed again.

			“Then I should have lost. I ad­mit I nev­er thought of that.”

			French con­tin­ued to ob­serve, and he went on with more ser­i­ous­ness in his man­ner.

			“Yes, and I’m on rather im­port­ant busi­ness, too. Man wanted for murder and rob­bery in the City. A bad af­fair enough. He murdered the con­fid­en­tial clerk of a dia­mond mer­chant in Hat­ton Garden and rifled the safe and got off with I don’t know how many thou­sand pounds’ worth of stuff.”

			At the com­mence­ment of French’s reply the stranger had listened with but little more than a con­ven­tion­al in­terest, but at the men­tion of a dia­mond mer­chant in Hat­ton Garden he fig­ur­at­ively sat up and began to take no­tice.

			“Hat­ton Garden?” he re­peated. “That’s an ex­traordin­ary co­in­cid­ence. Why, I be­long to a firm of dia­mond mer­chants in Hat­ton Garden. I know them all. Who was the man?”

			In­spect­or French was puzzled. Either Vander­kemp—for there could no longer be any doubt of his iden­tity—was in­no­cent, or he was an al­most in­cred­ibly good act­or. Anxious to ob­serve the man fur­ther, he fenced a little in his reply.

			“Is it pos­sible you haven’t heard?” he asked in ap­par­ent sur­prise. “How long is it since you have heard from home?”

			“Haven’t had a line of any kind since I left, and that’s nearly three weeks ago; on the night of the 25th of last month to be ex­act.”

			“The 25th! Well, that’s a co­in­cid­ence, too. That’s the very night poor old Mr. Geth­ing was killed.”

			Vander­kemp stiffened sud­denly and his hands closed on the arms of his chair.

			“What?” he cried. “Not Charles Geth­ing of Messrs. Duke & Pe­abody?”

			French, now keenly ob­serving him without any at­tempt at con­ceal­ment, nod­ded.

			“That’s the man. You knew him then?”

			“Of course I knew him. Why, it’s my own firm. Good God, to think of poor old Geth­ing! And you say the safe was rifled? You don’t tell me Mr. Duke’s col­lec­tion of stones is gone?”

			“All of it, and money as well. The mur­der­er made a clean sweep.”

			Vander­kemp whistled and then swore.

			“Tell me about it.”

			French was more than ever puzzled. The trav­el­ler’s man­ner, his evid­ent emo­tion, his ques­tions—all seemed those of an in­no­cent man. He felt doubts arising in his mind; pos­sibly there might be an ex­plan­a­tion. … He did not at once reply, as he turned over in his mind how he could best sur­prise the oth­er in­to an ad­mis­sion of the truth.

			But Vander­kemp also was evid­ently think­ing, and sud­denly an ex­pres­sion of deep­er con­cern showed on his face. He made as if to speak, then hes­it­ated and a wary look ap­peared in his eyes. He cleared his throat, then in a changed voice asked, “At what time did it hap­pen?”

			French leaned for­ward swiftly and fixed his eyes on his com­pan­ion as he said in a low, tense tone, “That’s what I want to ask you, Mr. Vander­kemp.”

			The man star­ted. He did not an­swer, and the wary look in his eyes changed in­to def­in­ite anxi­ety, which deepened as the mo­ments passed. At last he spoke.

			“It had just dawned on me from what you said, In­spect­or, that our meet­ing here was not such a co­in­cid­ence as I at first ima­gined. I see that you sus­pect me of the crime. What has happened I don’t know, what you have against me I don’t know either, but I can tell at once that I am not only ab­so­lutely in­no­cent, but un­til you told me just now I was ig­nor­ant that a crime had been com­mit­ted. I will tell you my whole story and an­swer any ques­tions you may like to ask, wheth­er you be­lieve me or not.”

			French nod­ded. Cer­tainly, if guilty, this man was a con­sum­mate act­or. There was at least the chance that he might be in­no­cent, and he answered ac­cord­ingly.

			“I don’t ac­cuse you of any­thing, Mr. Vander­kemp. But there are cer­tain sus­pi­cious cir­cum­stances which re­quire an ex­plan­a­tion. You may be able to ac­count for all of them—I hope you will. At the same time it is fair to warn you that, fail­ing an ex­plan­a­tion, your ar­rest is not im­possible, and in that case any­thing that you may say now may be used against you in evid­ence.”

			Vander­kemp was by this time ex­tremely ill at ease. His face had paled and had already taken on a some­what drawn and hag­gard ex­pres­sion. For a while he re­mained si­lent, bur­ied in thought, then with a sud­den ges­ture as of throw­ing fur­ther cau­tion to the winds, he began to speak.

			“I’ll tell you what I know, In­spect­or,” he said earn­estly. “Wheth­er, if you are go­ing to ar­rest me, I am wise or fool­ish, I don’t know. But I can at least as­sure you that it is the lit­er­al truth.”

			He looked at the In­spect­or, who nod­ded ap­prov­al.

			“Of course I can’t ad­vise you, Mr. Vander­kemp,” he re­marked, “but all the same I be­lieve you are do­ing the wise thing.”

			“I am in a dif­fi­culty,” Vander­kemp went on, “as I don’t know how much of the cir­cum­stances you are fa­mil­i­ar with. It would there­fore be bet­ter if you would ask me ques­tions.”

			“I shall do so, but first I should like your own state­ment. I am aware of your name and po­s­i­tion in the firm. Also that Mr. Schoofs re­ceived a let­ter on the 21st of last month, ask­ing him to send you to Lon­don to un­der­take an im­port­ant com­mis­sion in Sweden. Also that you left your lodgings in the Kinker­straat at 8:30 on the even­ing of the 24th. I have since learned cer­tain oth­er facts as to your sub­sequent move­ments, which I need not men­tion at the mo­ment. What I want you now to do is to let me have a de­tailed ac­count of your ex­per­i­ences from the mo­ment of your leav­ing your lodgings un­til the present time.”

			“I will do so.” Vander­kemp spoke eagerly, as if now anxious to get through with the mat­ter. “But there is one thing which comes earli­er in point of time which I must men­tion. You have prob­ably heard of it from Mr. Duke, but I shall tell you any­way. I mean about my fur­ther in­struc­tions as to my Lon­don vis­it—the private in­struc­tions. You have seen a copy of them?”

			French, al­ways cau­tious, was not giv­ing away in­form­a­tion. He wondered to what the oth­er was re­fer­ring, but merely said, “As­sume I have not, Mr. Vander­kemp. It is ob­vi­ous that I must check your state­ment by the in­form­a­tion in my pos­ses­sion.”

			“Well, then, though you prob­ably know it already, I may tell you I re­ceived ad­di­tion­al in­struc­tions about my vis­it. Mr. Duke wrote me a private let­ter, ad­dressed to my lodgings, in which he told me—but I have it here, and you can see it for your­self.”

			He took an en­vel­ope from his pock­et­book and passed it across. It con­tained a note al­most identic­al in ap­pear­ance with the forged one which Mr. Schoofs had re­ceived. It was type­writ­ten on a sheet of the firm’s cheap­er memor­andum pa­per, with the same kind of type and the same col­oured rib­bon. Ex­am­in­a­tion with the lens showed the same de­fects in the n and the g, the sig­na­ture was ob­vi­ously forged, and the back of the sheet was marked from a heavy touch. Evid­ently both let­ters had been writ­ten by the same per­son, and on the Hat­ton Garden ma­chine. The note read:

			
				“Dear Vander­kemp—Fur­ther to my note to Mr. Schoofs re your call here on Wed­nes­day morn­ing, 26th inst., the busi­ness on which I wish to see you has turned out to be more ur­gent than I at first be­lieved, and I shall there­fore have to ask you to ad­vance the hour of your in­ter­view, and also to leave Lon­don for Par­is—not Stock­holm—im­me­di­ately after it. I shall re­turn to the of­fice after din­ner on Tues­day even­ing, 25th inst., and shall be glad if you will call there at 8:30 p.m., when I shall give you your in­struc­tions. This will en­able you to catch the 9:30 p.m. for Par­is, via Southamp­ton and Havre.

				“I wish to im­press on you that as the busi­ness in ques­tion is ex­cep­tion­ally con­fid­en­tial, you will ob­lige me by keep­ing your change of plans to your­self.

				
					“Yours truly,

					“R. A. Duke.”

				
			

			In­spect­or French was keenly in­ter­ested, but he re­cog­nised with ex­as­per­a­tion how in­con­clus­ive the let­ter was as evid­ence. Either it had been sent to Vander­kemp as he stated, in which case he might be in­no­cent, or the man had writ­ten it him­self, in which case he cer­tainly was guilty. It was true that in this in­stance an en­vel­ope was forth­com­ing which bore a Lon­don EC post­mark and the cor­rect date, but here again there was no proof that this was really the cov­er­ing in which the let­ter had come. These points passed through the In­spect­or’s mind, but he ban­ished them as mat­ters to be thought out later, and turned once more to his com­pan­ion.

			“I shall keep this, if you don’t mind,” he de­clared. “Please pro­ceed.”

			“I car­ried out the in­struc­tions in the let­ter,” Vander­kemp re­sumed. “The change of hours ne­ces­sit­ated my leav­ing Am­s­ter­dam by the night train on the 24th, and I spent the fol­low­ing day at my hotel in Lon­don, and in do­ing a mat­in­ee. At 8:30, with my lug­gage, I reached Hat­ton Garden. I found the out­er of­fice was in dark­ness, but a light shone out of the door­way of the in­ner of­fice. Mr. Geth­ing was there alone. He told me to come in and shut the door, and I did so, and sat down in the cli­ents’ arm­chair. Mr. Geth­ing was seated at Mr. Duke’s desk, which was open.”

			“Was the safe open?”

			“No, nor was it opened while I was there. Mr. Geth­ing told me that Mr. Duke had in­ten­ded to be present to give me my in­struc­tions in per­son, but at the last mo­ment he had been pre­ven­ted com­ing down, and that he had asked him, Mr. Geth­ing, to do it in­stead. It seemed that Mr. Duke had got in­form­a­tion from a con­fid­en­tial agent at Con­stantinople that a mem­ber of the old Rus­si­an ar­is­to­cracy had es­caped with his fam­ily jew­els from the clutches of the Bolshev­iks, and that he now wished to dis­pose of the whole col­lec­tion for what it would bring. He was at one time Duke Ser­gi­us of one of the Ur­al provinces—I have the name in my book up­stairs—but was now passing him­self off as a Pole un­der the name of Fran­cisko Loth. The col­lec­tion was one of ex­traordin­ary ex­cel­lence, and Mr. Duke be­lieved it could be pur­chased for a third, or even less, of its real value. He had ap­proached the duke through the agent, and had offered to deal. The trouble, how­ever, was that the So­viet Gov­ern­ment had learned of the duke’s es­cape, and were dis­play­ing im­mense en­ergy in the hope of re­cap­tur­ing him. Their agents were scour­ing the whole of Europe, and Loth was in mor­tal ter­ror, for dis­cov­ery meant cer­tain death. Mr. Geth­ing told me straight also, that should I suc­ceed in pur­chas­ing, my life would not be worth a tinker’s curse un­til I had handed over the stuff. He said that, re­cog­nising this, Mr. Duke con­sidered that my com­mis­sion should be sub­stan­tially in­creased, and he asked me was I will­ing to take on the job.”

			“And you agreed?”

			“Well, what do you think? Of course I agreed. I asked for fur­ther de­tails, and he let me have them. For both my own safety and Loth’s, I was to take ex­traordin­ary pre­cau­tions. My name is pretty well known in deal­ers’ circles over Europe, and there­fore would be known to the So­viet emis­sar­ies, so I was to take an­oth­er. I was to be­come John Har­ris­on, of Hud­der­sfield, a tin­plate man­u­fac­turer. I was not to write to the of­fice dir­ect, but to send my re­ports, if any were ne­ces­sary, to Mr. Her­bert Ly­ons, a friend of Mr. Duke’s, who lived not far from him at Hamp­stead. If I had to write, I was to be most care­ful to phrase my let­ter so that were I sus­pec­ted and my cor­res­pond­ence tampered with, it would not give the af­fair away. In­struc­tions to me would be sent to Har­ris­on and writ­ten on plain note­pa­per, and would be worded in a sim­il­ar care­ful way. Mr. Geth­ing gave me a code by which I could wire the amount agreed on, when the money would be sent me by spe­cial mes­sen­ger; that is, if we could come to terms.”

			Vander­kemp paused and glanced at the In­spect­or, but the lat­ter not speak­ing, he con­tin­ued:

			“Loth was hid­den in Con­stantinople, but was try­ing to come west. He was not sure wheth­er he could do so best by land or sea. If he could get out of Tur­key by land, he would work his way up the Danube to Aus­tria and Switzer­land, and would stop even­tu­ally at the Beau-Se­jour Hotel in Chamonix. If that proved im­possible, he would try to leave by sea, and would travel by one of the Nav­igazione Gen­erale Itali­ana boats to Gen­oa, and thence to Bar­celona, where he would put up at the Gomez Hotel, that is, this one. He had let Mr. Duke know through his Con­stantinople friend that if he didn’t turn up at Chamonix by the 4th, it would mean either that the Bolshev­iks had caught him, or that he was mak­ing for Bar­celona. My in­struc­tions, there­fore, were to go to Chamonix, put up at the Beau-Se­jour, and look out un­til the 4th for a tall, white-com­plex­ioned, dark-haired man named Fran­cisko Loth. If by that time he had not turned up, I was to move on here. I was to wait here for a fort­night, at the end of which time, if I had still heard noth­ing of him, I was to go on to Con­stantinople, look up Mr. Duke’s agent, and try for news of Loth’s fate.”

			“And you car­ried out the in­struc­tions?”

			“Yes. I went to Chamonix, and stayed there for a week. See­ing no one who could pos­sibly be the man, I came on here, and have been wait­ing here ever since. To­mor­row I pro­posed to leave for Con­stantinople.”

			French threw away the butt of his ci­gar and se­lec­ted an­oth­er.

			“Such a trip could not be ac­com­plished without money,” he said slowly. “How were you equipped in that way?”

			“Mr. Geth­ing handed me a hun­dred pounds in ten-pound notes. I changed two in Chamonix and I have the re­main­ing eight in my pock­et.”

			“You might let me see them.”

			Vander­kemp read­ily com­plied, and the In­spect­or found, as he ex­pec­ted, that the eight notes were among those stolen from the safe. He re­sumed his in­ter­rog­a­tion.

			“You say you reached the of­fice in Hat­ton Garden about half-past eight?”

			“Yes, and left about nine. My busi­ness oc­cu­pied only half an hour.”

			“And you saw no one ex­cept Mr. Geth­ing?”

			“No one.”

			French, hav­ing offered his pos­sible fu­ture pris­on­er an­oth­er ci­gar, sat si­lent, think­ing deeply. He had no doubt that the story of the es­caped Rus­si­an was a fab­ric­a­tion from be­gin­ning to end. Be­sides be­ing an un­likely tale in it­self, it broke down on the point of its au­thor­ship. Vander­kemp’s state­ment was that Geth­ing had been told the story by Mr. Duke, and that Mr. Duke would have been present to tell it to him, Vander­kemp, in per­son, were he not pre­ven­ted by some un­ex­pec­ted cause. This also was an ob­vi­ous fab­ric­a­tion, but the reas­on of its in­ser­tion in­to the tale was clear enough. Without it, the story would have no au­thor­ity. The use of Mr. Duke’s name was an es­sen­tial part of any such scheme, just as the for­ging of Mr. Duke’s sig­na­ture had been ne­ces­sary for the let­ters of in­struc­tion to Schoofs and Vander­kemp.

			But though French felt sure enough of his ground so far, on try­ing to take a fur­ther step he was held up by the same dif­fi­culty with which he had been faced in con­sid­er­ing the forged let­ters. Was Geth­ing guilty, and had he in­ven­ted this elab­or­ate plan to throw sus­pi­cion on to Vander­kemp, or was Vander­kemp the crim­in­al, and the story his scheme for ac­count­ing for his ac­tions since the murder? That was a real dif­fi­culty, and French sat won­der­ing if there was no test he could ap­ply, no way in which he could reach cer­tainty, no trap which the vic­tim would be un­able to avoid?

			For some time he could think of none, but presently an idea oc­curred to him which he thought might be worth while fol­low­ing up. Some in­form­a­tion might be gained through the type­writ­ing of the two forged let­ters. Could Vander­kemp type, and if so, was his work done with a light or heavy touch? He turned to his com­pan­ion.

			“I wish you would write me a short state­ment of your move­ments in Lon­don on the night of the crime, stat­ing the times at which you ar­rived at and left the vari­ous places you vis­ited. I should prefer it typed—that is, if you can type. Can you?”

			Vander­kemp smiled wanly.

			“I think so,” he answered. “I type and write short­hand in four lan­guages. But I’ve no ma­chine here.”

			“Bor­row one from the of­fice,” French sug­ges­ted, as he ex­pressed his ad­mir­a­tion of the oth­er’s prowess.

			It took a per­son­al vis­it to the of­fice, but Vander­kemp, anxious to de­fer to the In­spect­or’s whims, man­aged to over­come the scruples of the lan­guor­ous, dark-eyed beauty who reigned therein, and re­turned tri­umphant with the ma­chine. Ten minutes later French had his timetable.

			In­stantly he saw that Vander­kemp typed as an ex­pert—with a light, sure touch that pro­duced a per­fect im­pres­sion, but did not dint the pa­per. It was a point in the man’s fa­vour. By no means con­clus­ive, it was still by no means neg­li­gible.

			In­spect­or French was puzzled. His ex­per­i­ence told him that in this world the or­din­ary, nat­ur­al and ob­vi­ous thing happened. A man who secretly vis­ited the scene of a crime at about the hour at which the crime was known to be com­mit­ted, and who then left the coun­try on a mys­ter­i­ous and im­prob­able mis­sion, the real­ity of which was denied by its al­leged au­thor, a man, fur­ther, who had in his pock­et bank­notes stolen from the scene of the crime, such a man in or­din­ary, pro­sa­ic, every­day life was the crim­in­al. Such, French thought, was com­mon sense, and com­mon sense, he con­sidered, was right ninety-nine times out of a hun­dred.

			But there was al­ways the hun­dredth chance. Im­prob­ab­il­it­ies and co­in­cid­ences did oc­ca­sion­ally hap­pen. He would have giv­en a good deal at that mo­ment to know if this case was the ex­cep­tion that proves the rule.

			He saw clearly that his second ex­plan­a­tion, if some­what more far­fetched, was still quite pos­sibly true. It cer­tainly might be that Vander­kemp had been duped, that he had been sent on this wild goose chase by the mur­der­er, with the ob­ject of draw­ing on him­self just that sus­pi­cion which he had at­trac­ted, and thus al­low­ing the real scent to cool. A good many of the facts ten­ded in that dir­ec­tion, the forged let­ters, the keep­ing of the al­leged deal from Schoofs, the fact that no Rus­si­an no­ble­man had turned up at either of the ren­dez­vous named, the trav­el­ling un­der a false name, the warn­ing against com­mu­nic­a­tions with the of­fice, and last, but not least, Vander­kemp’s man­ner dur­ing the in­ter­view, all these un­doubtedly sup­por­ted the view that the trav­el­ler had been used to lay a gi­gant­ic false clue.

			If so, it was a fiendish trap to set for the un­for­tu­nate dupe. French thought he could see how it was in­ten­ded to pan out. Vander­kemp, while on these mys­ter­i­ous jour­neys—cer­tainly when he reached Mr. Duke’s agent in Con­stantinople—would learn of the murder, and he would at once see how he had been vic­tim­ised. The more he learned of the de­tails, the more he would real­ise how com­pletely he was in the toils. He would re­cog­nise that if he went home and told his story he would not have a dog’s chance of clear­ing him­self, and he would turn his ap­par­ent flight in­to a real one, and so per­man­ently fasten upon him­self a ta­cit ad­mis­sion of guilt. It was an in­geni­ous scheme, and if it really were the ex­plan­a­tion of these mys­ter­i­ous hap­pen­ings, it gave an in­dic­a­tion of the char­ac­ter and men­tal­ity of the man who had de­vised it.

			French was by no means de­cided as to the truth of the mat­ter, but on the whole he thought that though he un­doubtedly had evid­ence to jus­ti­fy him in ap­ply­ing for the ar­rest and ex­tra­di­tion of the trav­el­ler, he would prefer to avoid this step if pos­sible. If the man tried to give him the slip, the loc­al po­lice would get him in no time. Ac­cord­ingly he turned once more to Vander­kemp.

			“Mr. Vander­kemp,” he began, “I am strongly in­clined to be­lieve your story. But as a man of the world you will read­ily see that it must be more com­pletely ex­amined be­fore it can be fully ac­cep­ted. Now the ques­tion is, Are you will­ing to come back with me to Lon­don and give me your as­sist­ance to­wards find­ing out the truth? I can make you no prom­ise that you will not be ar­res­ted on reach­ing Brit­ish ground, but I can prom­ise you that you will be fairly dealt with and get every chance and as­sist­ance to prove your in­no­cence.”

			Vander­kemp did not hes­it­ate in his reply.

			“I will go,” he said promptly. “I am aware that you can have me ar­res­ted here, if you want to, by ap­ply­ing to the Span­ish au­thor­it­ies, so I have no choice. But I think I should go in any case. I have done noth­ing con­trary to the law, and I have done noth­ing to be ashamed of. I can­not now rest un­til my in­no­cence is ad­mit­ted.”

			French nod­ded gravely.

			“Once again, sir, I think you are do­ing the wise thing. Let us go to­night by the Par­is ex­press. In the mean­time come with me to the post of­fice and help me to send a wire to the Yard.”

			Two morn­ings later they reached Lon­don. Mr. Duke was nat­ur­ally amazed at his sub­or­din­ate’s story, and on hear­ing the evid­ence, gave it as his opin­ion that Vander­kemp was the dupe of some per­son or per­sons un­known. What was more to the point, Chief In­spect­or Mitchell, French’s im­me­di­ate su­per­i­or, took the same view, and Vander­kemp, there­fore, was not ar­res­ted, though he was shad­owed night and day. French un­der­took an in­vest­ig­a­tion in­to his life and cir­cum­stances, which showed that these had been painted in some­what dark­er col­ours than ap­peared jus­ti­fi­able, but which re­vealed no evid­ence about the crime. Fur­ther­more, none of the jew­els could be traced to him, nor any of the stolen notes oth­er than those he had spoken of.

			Once more the days began to slip past without bring­ing to light any fresh fact, and as time passed French grew more wor­ried and des­pond­ent, and his su­per­i­or of­ficers more quer­ulous. And then some­thing oc­curred to turn his at­ten­tion to a com­pletely dif­fer­ent side of the case, and send him off with fresh hope and en­ergy on a new clue.

		
	
		
			
				VII

				Con­cern­ing a Wed­ding

			
			When In­spect­or French felt really up against it in the con­duct of a case, it was his in­vari­able habit to re­count the cir­cum­stances in the fullest de­tail to his wife. She, poor wo­man, haled from the mys­ter­i­ous house­hold em­ploy­ments in which her soul de­lighted, would resign­edly fetch her sew­ing and sit pla­cidly in the corner of the Chester­field while her lord and mas­ter strode up and down the room stat­ing his premises, ar­guing there­from with ruth­less lo­gic and not a few ges­tures, sift­ing his facts, group­ing them, re­stat­ing them. … Some­times she in­ter­jec­ted a re­mark, some­times she didn’t; usu­ally she warned him to be care­ful not to knock over the small table be­side the pi­ano, and in­vari­ably she wished he would walk on the less worn parts of the car­pet. But she listened to what he said, and oc­ca­sion­ally ex­pressed an opin­ion, or, as he called it, “took a no­tion.” And more than once it had happened that these no­tions had thrown quite a new light on the point at is­sue, a light which in at least two cases had in­dic­ated the line of re­search which had even­tu­ally cleared up the mys­tery.

			On the second even­ing after his re­turn from Spain, the In­spect­or was re­gal­ing her with a by no means brief résumé of the Hat­ton Garden crime. She had listened more care­fully than usu­al, and presently he found she had taken a no­tion.

			“I don’t be­lieve that poor old man was out to do any­thing wrong,” she de­clared. “It’s a shame for you to try to take away his char­ac­ter now he’s dead.”

			French, stop­ping his pa­cing of the room, faced round.

			“But I’m not try­ing to take away his char­ac­ter, Emily dear,” he pro­tested, nettled by this un­ex­pec­ted at­tack in the rear. “I’m only say­ing that he’s the only per­son we know of who could have got an im­pres­sion of the key. If so, it surely fol­lows he was out to rob the safe.”

			“Well, I be­lieve you’re wrong,” the lady af­firmed, con­tinu­ing with a lo­gic as re­lent­less as his own, “be­cause if he was out to rob the safe, he wasn’t the sort of man that you de­scribed, and if he was the sort of man that you de­scribed, why, then, he wasn’t out to rob the safe. That’s what I think about it.”

			French was a trifle staggered. The dif­fi­culty he had re­cog­nised from the be­gin­ning, but he had not con­sidered it ser­i­ous. Now, put to him in the down­right, un­com­prom­ising lan­guage in which his wife usu­ally clothed her thoughts, it sud­denly seemed to him over­whelm­ing. What she said was true. There was here a dis­crep­ancy. If Geth­ing really bore the char­ac­ter he was giv­en by all who had known him, he was not a thief.

			He ceased his rest­less move­ment, and sit­ting down at the table, he opened his note­book and began to look up what he had ac­tu­ally learned about the dead man. And the more he did so, the more he came to be­lieve that his wife was right. Un­less all this cloud of wit­nesses were sur­pris­ingly mis­taken, Geth­ing was in­no­cent.

			His mind re­ver­ted to the oth­er horn of the di­lemma. If Geth­ing were in­no­cent, who took the im­pres­sion of the key? It was not ob­tained from that in the bank, there­fore it was copied from that in Mr. Duke’s pos­ses­sion. Who had done it?

			No one at the of­fice, at least not un­less Mr. Duke was greatly mis­taken. And he did not be­lieve the prin­cip­al could be mis­taken on such a point. The break­ing through of his reg­u­lar cus­tom in a mat­ter of such im­port­ance would al­most cer­tainly be noted and re­membered. No, French felt that he might rely on Mr. Duke’s state­ment so far.

			But with re­gard to his as­ser­tion that no one in his house could have tampered with the key, the In­spect­or saw that he was on more shaky ground. In the nature of the case, the dia­mond mer­chant would be less alert in deal­ing with the mem­bers of his own house­hold than with his busi­ness ac­quaint­ances. Be­liev­ing he was sur­roun­ded by friends, he would sub­con­sciously be more ready to as­sume his pre­cau­tions ad­equate. Was Mr. Duke’s be­lief that no one would touch the key not the real basis of his state­ment that no one had done so?

			It seemed to French that here was a pos­sib­il­ity that he had over­looked, and it was in the nature of the man that the mo­ment he reached such a con­clu­sion he began to con­sider a way of re­triev­ing his er­ror.

			At first he thought of tak­ing Mr. Duke in­to his con­fid­ence and ask­ing him to as­sist him in some sub­ter­fuge by which he could enter the house. But presently he saw that it would be bet­ter if the old gen­tle­man knew noth­ing of his plan, lest he might in­ad­vert­ently warn a pos­sible crim­in­al.

			For the same reas­on—that Mr. Duke might get to know of it—he de­cided he would be wiser not to un­der­take the busi­ness in per­son. But he knew the man for the job—a cer­tain de­tect­ive-ser­geant named Patrick No­lan. This man was some­thing of a Don Juan in his way, and had a pos­it­ive geni­us for ex­tract­ing con­fid­ences from the fair sex. If he could scrape ac­quaint­ance with the maids of the es­tab­lish­ment, it would not be long be­fore he knew all they had to tell.

			Ac­cord­ingly next morn­ing he sent for Ser­geant No­lan and ex­plained his idea, and No­lan, who, where his su­per­i­ors were con­cerned, was a man of few words, said, “Yes, sir,” and with­drew.

			The fol­low­ing day he re­turned with his first re­port. It seemed that, chan­ging in­to the garb of a bet­ter-class mech­an­ic and tak­ing a small kit of tools with him, he had called at Mr. Duke’s in the char­ac­ter of an elec­tri­cian who had been sent to over­haul the light fit­tings.

			Miss Duke happened to be out, and the rather pretty house­maid who opened the door, charmed with the new­comer’s man­ner, ad­mit­ted him without hes­it­a­tion. He had gone all over the house, pay­ing par­tic­u­lar at­ten­tion to Mr. Duke’s bed­room. In the middle of the day he had asked and been gran­ted leave to heat his can of soup at the kit­chen fire, and to such pur­pose had he used the op­por­tun­it­ies thus gained that be­fore he left he had pre­vailed on the pretty house­maid to go with him to sup­per and the pic­tures on her next even­ing out. “Once I get a drop of spir­its in­to her I’ll get all she knows,” he con­cluded, “though I doubt if it’ll be much.”

			“That’s all right so far as it goes,” French ad­mit­ted, “but what have you ac­tu­ally found out?”

			“Well, there’s first of all the fam­ily. It’s a small one; there’s only the fath­er and the daugh­ter, Miss Sylvia. The moth­er’s alive, but she has been in a lun­at­ic asylum for years, quite in­cur­able, they said. Miss Sylvia is a nice-look­ing young lady and well liked, by what Ra­chael says—that’s the house­maid. Then there’s the ser­vants; this Ra­chael, and an­oth­er girl, An­nie, and Sarah, the cook, and there’s a shover they call Man­ley. I didn’t see him, but the girls seem all right—not the kind that would be after the keys of jew­el safes any­way.”

			“What’s the house like?”

			“It’s a mid­dling big house, and the fur­niture’ll have been good when it was bought, though it’s get­ting a trifle shabby now. Mr. Duke’s bed­room is at the end of the left wing, and Miss Duke’s is in the front of the house, so any­body could go through Mr. Duke’s room without be­ing seen. Any­body could get a mould of that key if he left it in his room, say, while he was hav­ing his bath.”

			“Did you find out any pos­sib­il­it­ies; any trades­men in, like your­self, or any­one stay­ing in the house?”

			The Ser­geant shook his head.

			“I did not, sir,” he ad­mit­ted. “I thought I had maybe done enough for one day. I didn’t want to be after start­ing them won­der­ing about me. But I’ll get that out of Ra­chael to­mor­row night.”

			“Bet­ter see that Man­ley, the chauf­feur—or no, I shall see him my­self. You stick to what you’re at. Any­thing else?”

			“No, sir, I think not. What the girls talked most about was Miss Sylvia’s en­gage­ment. It seems she was en­gaged to some friend in the City and they were to have been mar­ried at the end of the month, and now they’ve had some bust up and the whole thing’s post­poned, if not off al­to­geth­er.”

			“That so? They didn’t tell you the reas­on?”

			“They did not, sir. But I can likely find out from Ra­chael if you want to know.”

			“I don’t sup­pose I do,” French re­turned, “but you might as well find out what you can—on spec. You know who the young man is?”

			“No, sir. They didn’t say.”

			French looked up his note­book.

			“I seem to know a deal more about it than you do,” he grumbled. “He is a clerk in Mr. Duke’s of­fice, name of Har­ring­ton—Stan­ley Har­ring­ton. I in­ter­viewed him with the oth­ers in the of­fice on the day after the murder, and he told me about the en­gage­ment. It seemed to be go­ing strong then. When did they post­pone it?”

			“They didn’t say that either, sir.”

			“Well, find that out, too. That’ll do for the present.”

			That even­ing French, in the guise of an out-of-work mech­an­ic, took up his stand near Mr. Duke’s house, and presently saw the old gen­tle­man ar­rive back from busi­ness in his car. An hour later he fol­lowed the chauf­feur from the gar­age to a house in a small street off Es­th­er Road. There French hung about for per­haps an­oth­er hour, when he had the sat­is­fac­tion of see­ing the quarry emerge again, pass down the street, and dis­ap­pear in­to the Rose and Thistle bar. This was just what the In­spect­or had hoped for, and after a few minutes he fol­lowed him in.

			To scrape ac­quaint­ance was easy enough. French, as a mo­tor mech­an­ic out of work, was provided with a ready in­tro­duc­tion to any chauf­feur, and over a couple of glasses of beer he learned first of the chances of jobs in the dis­trict, and secondly, by skil­ful pump­ing, many de­tails of his new com­pan­ion’s work and of the Duke mén­age. But he heard noth­ing that seemed in the slight­est de­gree sus­pi­cious or in­ter­est­ing. The man him­self, moreover, seemed of an hon­est, harm­less type, and much too stu­pid to be con­cerned per­son­ally in en­ter­prises with keys of safes.

			For a day the in­quiry hung fire, and then Ser­geant No­lan brought in a re­port which turned the In­spect­or’s thoughts in­to still an­oth­er chan­nel. No­lan had, it ap­peared, taken the pretty house­maid, Ra­chael, first to the pic­tures and then to sup­per at a pop­u­lar res­taur­ant. The girl had what the Ser­geant called “the gift of the gab,” and it had only been ne­ces­sary for him ju­di­ciously to sup­ply an oc­ca­sion­al top­ic, to have a con­tinu­ous stream of more or less rel­ev­ant in­form­a­tion poured in­to his re­cept­ive ears.

			First he had tried to as­cer­tain wheth­er any­one had re­cently had ac­cess to Mr. Duke’s dress­ing-room dur­ing the night or early morn­ing, and he soon learned that, pri­or to his own vis­it, no trades­men had been in the house for many months. Moreover, the only vis­it­or who had stayed overnight for a con­sid­er­able time was Mr. Stan­ley Har­ring­ton, Miss Duke’s fiancée. The two young people had been fe­ver­ishly en­gaged in re­hears­als for a play giv­en by a loc­al am­a­teur dra­mat­ic so­ci­ety, and for the four nights pre­vi­ous to the en­ter­tain­ment Miss Duke had re­fused to al­low her swain to waste time in go­ing to and from his rooms, and had in­sisted on his put­ting up with them. This oc­curred about a month be­fore the murder, and Har­ring­ton had slept in a room just op­pos­ite to Mr. Duke’s. It was ob­vi­ous, there­fore, that had the key been left in the dress­ing-room at any time, Har­ring­ton could eas­ily have taken the ne­ces­sary im­pres­sion.

			No­lan then went on to tell what he had found out as to the post­poned wed­ding, and in this French felt he had food for thought. It ap­peared that the trouble, whatever it was, had come sud­denly, and it had taken place on the day after the murder. On the even­ing of the crime, so Ra­chael had said, Mr. Duke was not at home for din­ner, but Mr. Har­ring­ton had turned up. He and Miss Duke had dined to­geth­er, and then everything was couleur de rose. They had gone out to­geth­er after din­ner. About ten, Miss Duke had re­turned and had gone straight to bed. Al­most cer­tainly, there­fore, she had not known that night of Mr. Duke’s call to the of­fice. Next morn­ing she had break­fas­ted with her fath­er, and had pre­sum­ably then learned of the tragedy. But not five minutes after break­fast began she had slipped out of the room and had made a tele­phone call, and dir­ectly Mr. Duke had left the house she had put on her things and fol­lowed him. She had been ab­sent for about twenty minutes, and had then gone dir­ect to her bed­room, where, on the plea of a head­ache, she had spent the day. When Ra­chael had had oc­ca­sion to enter, she found her ly­ing down, but the girl had heard her hour after hour pa­cing the room, and in her opin­ion, her mis­tress’s in­dis­pos­i­tion was more men­tal than phys­ic­al. About four o’clock that af­ter­noon Mr. Har­ring­ton had called. Miss Duke saw him in her own sit­ting-room, and dur­ing the in­ter­view some ter­rible quar­rel must have taken place. Mr. Har­ring­ton left in about half an hour, and Ra­chael, who had opened the door to let him out, said that he looked as if he had re­ceived his death war­rant. His face wore an ex­pres­sion of the most acute con­sterna­tion and misery, and he seemed like a man in a dream, stu­pefied by some ter­rible calam­ity. He usu­ally spoke pleas­antly to the girl when leav­ing, but on this oc­ca­sion he did not ap­pear to no­tice her pres­ence, but stumbled blindly out of the house and crept off like a broken man. Later the same even­ing she had seen Miss Duke, and she no­ticed that her eyes were red and swollen from cry­ing. Since then, the young lady had changed out of all know­ing. She had be­come si­lent, mel­an­choly, and de­pressed. She had grown thin and old look­ing, and was eat­ing noth­ing, and, Ra­chael had opined, if some­thing were not done, they would soon see her in a de­cline.

			In­spect­or French was not a little in­trigued by all this in­form­a­tion. That there was a con­nec­tion between the murder of Charles Geth­ing and the post­poned wed­ding he could scarcely be­lieve, and yet some of the facts seemed al­most to point in that dir­ec­tion.

			If Miss Duke had first learned of the tragedy from her fath­er at break­fast, was this know­ledge the cause of her tele­phone call? To whom was the call made? What had she done dur­ing her twenty-minute ab­sence from the house? What had taken place at the in­ter­view between Miss Duke and Har­ring­ton, and, most im­port­ant of all, why had the wed­ding been post­poned? French felt that he could not rest un­til he had ob­tained an­swers to all these ques­tions, and it seemed to him that the only way he could do so would be to trace the girl’s move­ments in de­tail dur­ing the whole peri­od in ques­tion.

			For a long time he con­tin­ued sit­ting at his desk as he con­sidered ways and means. At last he tele­phoned once more for Ser­geant No­lan.

			“Look here,” he began, when the man presen­ted him­self, “I want you to get some­thing more out of that girl. When can you see her again?”

			“Sunday, sir,” said the charm­er. “I left an open­ing for meet­ing her for fear it would maybe be wanted.”

			“And this is Fri­day. Well, I sup­pose I shall have to wait. Bet­ter see her on Sunday and find out these things in this or­der. First, in what vehicle Miss Duke drove to her friend’s girls’ club on the night of the crime; secondly, what vehicle she came back in, and thirdly, wheth­er she re­ceived any note or mes­sage between the time she re­turned that night and Mr. Har­ring­ton’s call next day, oth­er than what she might have learned dur­ing her tele­phone call and ab­sence from the house after break­fast. Got that?”

			No­lan, sig­ni­fy­ing that he had, left the room, and French turned his at­ten­tion to his routine work, which had got sadly be­hind.

			On the fol­low­ing Monday morn­ing, Ser­geant No­lan made his re­port. He had taken his fair quarry up the river on Sunday af­ter­noon, and there he had got his in­form­a­tion.

			Miss Duke and Mr. Har­ring­ton had left in Mr. Duke’s car shortly be­fore eight. Man­ley, the chauf­feur, had men­tioned to Ra­chael that his young mis­tress had told him he need not wait for her, as she ex­pec­ted that Mr. Duke would want him later in the even­ing to take him home from his club. She had re­turned about ten in a taxi, and had come in quickly and gone to her room. So far as Ra­chael knew, she had re­ceived no caller, note or oth­er mes­sage from then un­til Mr. Har­ring­ton ar­rived next day, oth­er than those ex­cep­ted in the ques­tion.

			French was anxious to keep secret the fact that he was look­ing in­to Miss Duke’s do­ings, and he was there­fore un­will­ing to ques­tion Man­ley on the mat­ter. He had learned from Har­ring­ton the ad­dress of the girls’ club, and he thought in­quir­ies there might give him his in­form­a­tion. Ac­cord­ingly an hour later saw him stand­ing be­fore a some­what dilap­id­ated church school­house in a nar­row street of drab and de­press­ing houses in the Shad­well dis­trict. The school was closed, but in­quir­ies next door pro­duced the in­form­a­tion that the care­taker lived in No. 47.

			He betook him­self to No. 47, and there found a pale, tired-look­ing young wo­man with a baby in her arms, who, when he asked for a few mo­ments’ con­ver­sa­tion, in­vited him in­to an un­tidy and not overclean kit­chen. She told him, in reply to his ques­tions, that the club was run by a num­ber of ladies, headed by a Miss Amy Lestrange. It was open each even­ing, but she, the speak­er, was not present, her duty be­ing only to keep the rooms clean. But her hus­band, the care­taker, was there off and on every even­ing. He might have been there when the young lady in ques­tion ar­rived, she did not know. But he worked in the fact­ory near by, and would be in for his din­ner in half an hour, if the gen­tle­man liked to wait.

			French said he would call back presently, and strolled out through the de­press­ing neigh­bour­hood. In forty-five minutes he was back at No. 47, where the care­taker had just ar­rived. French told him to go on with his din­ner, and sat be­side him as he ate. The man, evid­ently hop­ing the af­fair would have its fin­an­cial side, was anxious to tell everything he knew.

			It seemed that he had been present at the club on the even­ing in ques­tion, and when French had de­scribed his young couple, he re­membered their ar­rival. It was not usu­al for so fine a mo­tor to pen­et­rate the fast­nesses of that dis­mal re­gion, and its ap­pear­ance had fixed the mat­ter in his memory. The gen­tle­man had got out first and asked him if this was the Curtis Street Club, and had then as­sisted his com­pan­ion to alight. The lady had called to the chauf­feur that he need not either wait or re­turn for her. She had then gone in­to the club, leav­ing the gen­tle­man stand­ing on the pave­ment. About half-past nine a taxi had driv­en up, and the same gen­tle­man had got out and sent him, the care­taker, in to say that Mr. Har­ring­ton was wait­ing for Miss Duke. The young lady had presently come down with Miss Lestrange, the head of the club. The three had talked for a few minutes, and then the strangers had got in­to the taxi and driv­en off.

			“She’s a fine girl, Miss Duke,” French ob­served, as he offered the care­taker a fill from his pouch. “I nev­er have seen her any­thing but smil­ing and pleas­ant all the years I’ve known her.”

			“That’s right,” the man re­turned, gloat­ingly load­ing his pipe. “She’s a peach and no mis­take.”

			French nod­ded in a sat­is­fied way.

			“I should have laid a quid on it,” he de­clared, “that she would have been as smil­ing and pleas­ant go­ing away as when she came. She al­ways is.”

			“Well, you’d ha’ pulled it off. But, lor, guv’nor, it’s easy for ly­dies as wot ’as lots o’ money to be pleas­ant. W’y shouldn’t they be?”

			French rose.

			“Ah, well, I ex­pect they’ve their troubles like the rest of us,” he said, slip­ping half a crown in­to the man’s eager hand.

			If the care­taker was cor­rect and Miss Duke was in good spir­its on leav­ing the club, it fol­lowed that the up­set, whatever it had been, had not up to then taken place. The next step, there­fore, was ob­vi­ously to find the taxi in which the two young people had driv­en to Hamp­stead, so as to learn wheth­er any­thing un­usu­al had oc­curred dur­ing the jour­ney.

			He re­turned to the Yard, and send­ing for some mem­bers of his staff, ex­plained the point at is­sue. But, as he would have been the first to ad­mit, it was more by luck than good guid­ance that on the very first day of the in­quiry he gained his in­form­a­tion. Tax­i­man James Tomkins had driv­en the young couple on the even­ing in ques­tion, and by five o’clock he was at the Yard await­ing French’s pleas­ure.

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				Sylvia and Har­ring­ton

			
			Tax­i­man Tomkins was a wizened-look­ing man with a surly man­ner and the air of hav­ing a con­stant griev­ance, but he was evid­ently over­awed by the situ­ation in which he found him­self, and seemed anxious to do his best to an­swer the In­spect­or’s ques­tions clearly.

			He re­membered the even­ing in ques­tion. He had been hailed by a gen­tle­man near Liv­er­pool Street, and told to drive to the Curtis Street Girls’ Club. There, after some delay, they had picked up a young lady.

			“What ad­dress did you get?” French asked.

			“I don’t just re­mem­ber,” the man said slowly scratch­ing his head. “Some­where in Hamp­stead it was, but I’m blest if I could tell you where.”

			“The Ce­dars, Hamp­stead, per­haps?”

			“That’s right guv’nor. That was it.”

			“And the two star­ted off to­geth­er?”

			“Yes, the oth­er young ly­die just saw them off.”

			“Now tell me, did they meet any­one else on the way home?”

			“Not while they were in the keb, they didn’t.”

			“Or buy a pa­per, or stop for any pur­pose whatever?”

			“They stopped and got out for a ’arf a mo’, but I can’t say if it was to buy a pa­per.”

			“Oh, they stopped, did they? Where was that?”

			“In Hol­born, just past the end of Hat­ton Garden.”

			“What?” cried French, sur­prised out of his usu­al calm su­peri­or­ity. “Tell me about that.”

			The driver was stu­pid and sus­pi­cious, but in time the de­tails came out. The most dir­ect route led along Hol­born, and he had taken it, but when he reached the point in ques­tion the young man had hailed him through the speak­ing tube. “Hold on a minute, driver,” he had called. “Look sharp, please.” He had pulled over to the kerb, but al­most be­fore he had come to a stand the young man had jumped out and had hur­ried across the street. The lady had then alighted, had told Tomkins to wait, and had fol­lowed him. Tomkins had at first feared he was go­ing to lose his money, but after a couple of minutes they had both re­turned and the girl had got in. She had bid­den good night to her friend, and he, Tomkins, had driv­en her off, leav­ing the man stand­ing on the pave­ment. On ar­rival at Hamp­stead, the lady had paid him and entered the house. As far as the driver had no­ticed neither of the young people was ex­cited or up­set.

			This in­form­a­tion gave French cause for thought. On ob­tain­ing Har­ring­ton’s state­ment on the morn­ing after the murder, he had ima­gined the young man was keep­ing some­thing back. And now he found that he had been right. The young fel­low had not men­tioned the fact that he had been with­in a few yards of the scene of the crime at the time at which it had taken place. He had stated that he had seen Sylvia home, and now it ap­peared he had not done so, but had ac­com­pan­ied her only halfway. French re­minded him­self with sat­is­fac­tion that his in­stinct on such a point was sel­dom far astray.

			Fur­ther­more, this news con­firmed his grow­ing sus­pi­cion that Miss Duke also knew some­thing about the af­fair. It seemed too far­fetched a co­in­cid­ence that this un­ex­pec­ted stop near the scene of the crime, the men­tal up­set of both her­self and Har­ring­ton, and the post­pon­ing of the wed­ding, were un­con­nec­ted with the tragedy. What the con­nec­tion might be he could not ima­gine but he could not but be­lieve it ex­is­ted.

			De­term­ined to put the mat­ter to the test without fur­ther delay, he drove to the Hat­ton Garden of­fice and asked for Har­ring­ton. The young fel­low re­ceived him po­litely, though French thought he could sense an air of strain in his man­ner. After the briefest greet­ing he came dir­ectly to the point.

			“Mr. Har­ring­ton,” he began, “I want to ask you one ques­tion. In our con­ver­sa­tion on the morn­ing after the crime you told me you had seen Miss Duke home on the pre­vi­ous night. Why did you state this when you had only seen her as far as Hat­ton Garden?”

			The young man paled some­what. He did not seem taken aback, rather he gave French the im­pres­sion of feel­ing that he was now face to face with a crisis he had long ex­pec­ted. He answered without hes­it­a­tion and with an evid­ent at­tempt at dig­nity.

			“I quite ad­mit that I left Miss Duke near the end of Hat­ton Garden, but I don’t ad­mit that that was in any way in­con­sist­ent with what I told you. Cer­tainly I had no in­ten­tion of de­ceiv­ing you.”

			“I don’t ap­pre­ci­ate your point, Mr. Har­ring­ton,” French said sternly. “There is a very con­sid­er­able dif­fer­ence between see­ing Miss Duke home and not do­ing so.”

			The young man flushed.

			“I got a cab, drove to the club to meet Miss Duke, picked her up, and ac­com­pan­ied her a con­sid­er­able part of the way home. I con­sider I was per­fectly jus­ti­fied in say­ing I saw her home.”

			“Then our ideas of the mean­ings of words are strangely dif­fer­ent. I shall be glad if you will now tell me why you both alighted from your taxi near this street, and why you then al­lowed Miss Duke to pro­ceed alone.”

			This time Har­ring­ton seemed taken aback, but in a mo­ment he pulled him­self to­geth­er, and he answered co­her­ently enough:

			“Cer­tainly, there is no secret or mys­tery about it. As we were driv­ing along, Miss Duke sud­denly poin­ted to a tall girl in one of those glossy blue wa­ter­proofs, and told me to stop the cab, as she wished to speak to her. I shouted to the driver, and when he drew in to the kerb I jumped out and ran after the girl. Un­for­tu­nately she had dis­ap­peared, and though I searched round I could not find her. When I came back I found that Miss Duke had also alighted. I ex­plained that I had missed her friend, but she only said, ‘Nev­er mind, it can’t be helped.’ She got in­to the cab again, and I was about to fol­low, but she said No, that there was no use in tak­ing me farther out of my way, and that she would go home alone.”

			“Did you know the girl?”

			“No, Miss Duke did not tell me who she was.”

			“You might de­scribe her.”

			“I really could not, ex­cept that she was tall and wear­ing the blue wa­ter­proof and car­ry­ing an um­brella. You see, it was dark, and I only got a glimpse of her by the street lamps. She was swinging along quickly to­wards Ox­ford Street.”

			“What did you do after Miss Duke drove off?”

			“I went home, as I have already told you.”

			And that was all In­spect­or French could get out of him. In spite of all his ques­tions, the young man stuck ab­so­lutely to his story.

			It was ob­vi­ous to French that he must next get Miss Duke’s state­ment, and with this in view he drove out to The Ce­dars. He asked Har­ring­ton to ac­com­pany him, so as to pre­vent his tele­phon­ing to the young lady to put her on her guard, and on reach­ing the house he bade him good day with a some­what sar­don­ic smile.

			Miss Duke was at home, and presently joined him in the break­fast-room to which he had been shown.

			She was a comely maid­en, slightly giv­en to plump­ness, per­haps, but pretty and kindly and whole­some look­ing, a sight in­deed to warm a man’s heart. But she looked pale and wor­ried, and French felt that her ex­per­i­ence, whatever it was, had hit her hard.

			“I am sorry to trouble you, Miss Duke, but I am in­quir­ing in­to the re­cent crime at your fath­er’s of­fice, and I find I re­quire to ask you a few ques­tions.”

			As he spoke he watched her sharply, and he was in­trigued to no­tice a flash of ap­pre­hen­sion leap in­to her clear eyes.

			“Won’t you sit down?” she in­vited, with a some­what strained smile.

			He seated him­self de­lib­er­ately, con­tinu­ing:

			“My ques­tions, I am afraid, are per­son­al and im­per­tin­ent, but I have no op­tion but to ask them. I will go on to them at once, without fur­ther pre­amble. The first is, What was it that up­set you so greatly on the day after the crime?”

			She looked at him in evid­ent sur­prise, and, he ima­gined, in some re­lief also.

			“Why, how can you ask?” she ex­claimed. “Don’t you think news like that was enough to up­set any­one? You see, I had known poor Mr. Geth­ing all my life, and he had al­ways been kind to me. I sin­cerely liked and re­spec­ted him, and to learn sud­denly that he had been murdered in that cold-blooded way, why, it was aw­ful—aw­ful. It cer­tainly up­set me, and I don’t see how it could have done any­thing else.”

			French nod­ded.

			“Quite so, Miss Duke, I fully ap­pre­ci­ate that. But I ven­ture to sug­gest that there was some­thing more in your mind than the tra­gic death of your old ac­quaint­ance; some­thing of more press­ing and more per­son­al in­terest. Come now, Miss Duke, tell me what it was.”

			The flash of ap­pre­hen­sion re­turned to her eyes, and then once again the look of re­lief.

			“You mean the loss of the dia­monds,” she answered calmly. “I de­plored that, of course, par­tic­u­larly on my fath­er’s ac­count. But it was Mr. Geth­ing’s death that really, as you call it, up­set me. The dia­monds we could do without, but we could not give the poor old man back his life.”

			“I did not mean the loss of the dia­monds, Miss Duke. I meant some­thing more per­son­al than that. I’m afraid you must tell me about it.”

			There was now no mis­tak­ing the girl’s un­eas­i­ness, and French grew more and more hope­ful that he was on the track of some­thing vi­tal. But she was not giv­ing any­thing away.

			“You must be mis­taken,” she said in a lower tone. “It was the news of the murder, and that alone, which up­set me.”

			French shook his head.

			“I would rather not take that an­swer from you. Please re­con­sider it. Can you tell me noth­ing else?”

			“Noth­ing. That is all I have to say.”

			“Very well. I trust it may not be ne­ces­sary to re­open the mat­ter. Now I want you to tell me why you post­poned your wed­ding with Mr. Har­ring­ton.”

			Miss Duke flushed deeply.

			“I will tell you noth­ing of the sort, Mr. In­spect­or!” she de­clared with some show of an­ger. “What right have you to ask me such a ques­tion? That is a mat­ter between Mr. Har­ring­ton and my­self alone.”

			“I hope you are right, Miss Duke, but I fear there is a chance that you may be mis­taken. Do you ab­so­lutely de­cline to an­swer me?”

			“Of course I do! No girl would an­swer such a ques­tion. It is an im­per­tin­ence to ask it.”

			“In that case,” French said grimly, “I shall not press the mat­ter—for the present. Let me turn to an­oth­er sub­ject. I want you next to tell me why you stopped at Hat­ton Garden on your way home from the Curtis Street Girls’ Club on the night of the crime.”

			For a mo­ment the girl seemed too much sur­prised to reply, then she answered with a show of in­dig­na­tion: “Really, Mr. French, this is too much! May I ask if you sus­pect me of the crime?”

			“Not of com­mit­ting it,” French re­turned gravely, “but,” he leaned for­ward and gazed keenly in­to her eyes, “I do sus­pect you of know­ing some­thing about it. Could you not, Miss Duke, if you chose, put me on the track of the crim­in­al?”

			“Oh, no, no, no!” the girl cried piteously, mo­tion­ing with her hands as if to ban­ish so ter­rible a thought from her pur­view. “How can you sug­gest such a thing? It is shame­ful and hor­rible!”

			“Of course, Miss Duke, I can’t make you an­swer me if you don’t want to. But I put it to you that it is worth your while think­ing twice be­fore you at­tempt to keep back in­form­a­tion. Re­mem­ber that if I am not sat­is­fied, you may be asked these same ques­tions in court, and then you will have to an­swer them wheth­er you like it or not. Now I ask you once again, Why did you leave your taxi at Hat­ton Garden?”

			“I think it is per­fectly hor­rible of you to make all these in­sinu­ations against me without any grounds whatever,” she answered a little trem­u­lously. “There is no secret about why I stopped the taxi, and I have nev­er made any mys­tery about it. Why it should have any im­port­ance I can’t ima­gine.” She paused, then with a little ges­ture as if throw­ing dis­cre­tion to the winds, con­tin­ued: “The fact is that as we were driv­ing home I sud­denly saw a girl in the street whom I par­tic­u­larly wished to meet. I stopped the cab and sent Mr. Har­ring­ton after her, but he missed her.”

			“Who was she?”

			“I don’t know; that is why I was so anxious to see her. I sup­pose you want the whole story?” She tossed her head and went on without wait­ing for him to reply. “Last sum­mer I was com­ing up to town from Ton­bridge, where I had been stay­ing, and this girl and I had a car­riage to ourselves. We began to talk, and be­came quite friendly. When they came to col­lect the tick­ets found I had lost mine. The man wanted to take my name, but the girl in­sisted on lend­ing me the money to pay my fare. I wrote down her name and ad­dress on a scrap of pa­per so that I could re­turn the money to her, but when I reached home I found I had lost the pa­per, and I stu­pidly had not com­mit­ted the ad­dress to memory. I could not send her the money, and I don’t know what she must have thought of me. You can un­der­stand, there­fore, my anxi­ety to meet her when I saw her from the cab.”

			“But why did you pay your fare a second time? You must have known that all you had to do was to give your name and ad­dress to the tick­et col­lect­or.”

			“I sup­pose I did,” she ad­mit­ted, “but I pre­ferred to pay rather than have the trouble of ex­plan­a­tions and prob­ably let­ters to the head of­fice.”

			In­spect­or French was chag­rined. In­stinct­ively he doubted the story, but Miss Duke had answered his ques­tion in a reas­on­able way, and if she stuck to the tale, he did not see how he could break her down. After this lapse of time it would be quite im­possible to ob­tain con­firm­a­tion or oth­er­wise of the de­tails, es­pe­cially as Miss Duke’s hy­po­thet­ic­al fel­low-trav­el­ler could not be pro­duced. He poin­tedly made no com­ment on the state­ment as he re­sumed his in­vest­ig­a­tion.

			“To whom did you tele­phone after break­fast on the morn­ing after the murder?”

			That Miss Duke was amazed at the ex­tent of the In­spect­or’s know­ledge was evid­ent, but she answered im­me­di­ately.

			“To Mr. Har­ring­ton.”

			“To say what?”

			“If I must re­peat my private con­ver­sa­tions to my fu­ture hus­band, it was to ask him to meet me at once as I had some­thing to say to him.”

			“What was the nature of the com­mu­nic­a­tion?”

			Miss Duke flushed again.

			“Really,” she ex­claimed, “I protest against this. What pos­sible con­nec­tion can our private af­fairs have with your busi­ness?”

			“It is your own fault, Miss Duke. You are not telling me the whole truth, and I am there­fore sus­pi­cious. I want to find out what you are keep­ing back, and I may tell you that I am go­ing to do so. What did you want to see Mr. Har­ring­ton about so ur­gently?”

			The girl seemed ter­ribly dis­tressed.

			“If you will have it, it was about the post­pone­ment of the wed­ding,” she said in a low voice. “You un­der­stand, we had been dis­cuss­ing the mat­ter on the night be­fore, when no con­clu­sion had been come to. But on sleep­ing on it I had made up my mind in fa­vour of the post­pone­ment, and I wanted to tell Mr. Har­ring­ton at once.”

			“But why was it so ur­gent? Could you not have waited un­til later in the day?”

			“I felt I couldn’t wait. It was so im­port­ant to us both.”

			“And you re­fuse to give the reas­on of the post­pone­ment?”

			“I do. You have no right to ask it.”

			“You did meet Mr. Har­ring­ton that morn­ing?”

			“Yes.”

			“Where?”

			“At the en­trance to the Finch­ley Road tube sta­tion.”

			“Why did you not tell him to call on you in­stead of your­self go­ing out?”

			“In or­der as far as pos­sible to pre­vent him from be­ing late at the of­fice.”

			French sud­denly re­membered that Har­ring­ton had entered the of­fice dur­ing his vis­it there on the morn­ing after the crime, and had apo­lo­gised to Mr. Duke for his late ar­rival. It had not struck French at the time, but now he re­called that when Mr. Duke had spoken to him of the tragedy he had stated he had heard of it already. Where? French now wondered. Was it merely from the morn­ing pa­per, or was it from Miss Duke? Or, still more press­ing ques­tion, had they both known of it on the pre­vi­ous night?

			Sud­denly a pos­sible the­ory flashed in­to his mind, and he sat for a few mo­ments in si­lence, con­sid­er­ing it. Sup­pose that on the stop near Hat­ton Garden, Har­ring­ton had men­tioned that he wanted for some pur­pose to call at the of­fice, or sup­pose Miss Duke had asked him to do so, and that he had left her for that pur­pose. Next morn­ing at break­fast she hears from her fath­er of the murder, and is at once pan­ic stricken about Har­ring­ton. She sees that if he ad­mits his vis­it he may be sus­pec­ted of the crime, and she sends for him be­fore he reaches the of­fice in or­der to warn him. Or could it be that, know­ing of this hy­po­thet­ic­al vis­it, Miss Duke had her­self sus­pec­ted Har­ring­ton, and had sent for him at the earli­est pos­sible mo­ment to hear his ex­plan­a­tion? French was not sat­is­fied with these sug­ges­tions, but he felt more than ever cer­tain these two young people had con­spired to hide vi­tal in­form­a­tion.

			He left the house pro­foundly dis­sat­is­fied, and re­turn­ing to Hat­ton Garden, had an­oth­er in­ter­view with Har­ring­ton. He pressed the young man as hard as he could, tax­ing him dir­ectly with hav­ing been present in the of­fice on the fatal night. This Har­ring­ton strenu­ously denied, and French could get noth­ing fur­ther out of him. He went again in­to the man’s move­ments on the night of the crime, but without get­ting any fur­ther light thrown there­on. Har­ring­ton said he had walked to his rooms after part­ing from Miss Duke, but no dir­ect evid­ence was forth­com­ing as to the truth or false­hood of his state­ment.

			Sud­denly an­oth­er the­ory leaped in­to the de­tect­ive’s mind, but after care­ful thought he felt he must re­ject it. If Vander­kemp were guilty, the whole of these mys­ter­i­ous hap­pen­ings would be cleared up. Har­ring­ton was un­der a deep debt of grat­it­ude to his uncle, and ap­peared at­tached to him. Wheth­er Miss Duke shared, or was en­deav­our­ing to share, his feel­ings, French did not know, but it was cer­tainly pos­sible. Sup­pose he and Miss Duke, driv­ing home from the East End, had seen Vander­kemp at the end of Hat­ton Garden. Sup­pose, moreover, some­thing in the man’s ap­pear­ance had at­trac­ted their at­ten­tion, some­thing furt­ive or evil, some­thing un­like his usu­al ex­pres­sion. This, coupled with the fact that the trav­el­ler was sup­posed to be in Am­s­ter­dam, might eas­ily have im­pelled Har­ring­ton to stop the cab to have a word with his uncle. But by the time he had reached the pave­ment, Vander­kemp had dis­ap­peared. The in­cid­ent would have been dis­missed by both as trivi­al, un­til next morn­ing at break­fast, when Miss Duke learned of the murder, its sig­ni­fic­ance would be­come ap­par­ent. She might not be­lieve the trav­el­ler guilty, but she would re­cog­nise that the cir­cum­stances re­quired some ex­plan­a­tion. Im­me­di­ately the para­mount im­port­ance of com­mu­nic­at­ing with Har­ring­ton would ap­pear, lest he might in­cau­tiously men­tion that he had seen his uncle vir­tu­ally on the scene of the murder. She would in­stantly tele­phone in the hope of catch­ing her lov­er be­fore he left his rooms. She could not give her mes­sage over the tele­phone, so she would ar­range the meet­ing. She would in­struct Har­ring­ton to re­turn to her as soon as pos­sible, so as to hear what had taken place at the of­fice. He would there­fore call in the af­ter­noon, and at the in­ter­view they would de­cide that in the un­cer­tainty of the situ­ation, the wed­ding should be post­poned. The sup­posed flight of Vander­kemp would con­firm their sus­pi­cions, and would ac­count for the per­turbed state of mind which both ex­hib­ited.

			The the­ory was so fas­cin­at­ing that next day French once more in­ter­viewed Har­ring­ton and Miss Duke and put the ques­tion dir­ectly to them, Had they seen Vander­kemp? But both denied hav­ing done so, and baffled and ir­rit­ated, he wrath­fully watched an­oth­er prom­ising clue pe­ter­ing out be­fore him. He had the two young people shad­owed, and spent a con­sid­er­able time in in­vest­ig­at­ing their past life, but without res­ult.

			So the days began to draw out in­to weeks, and the solu­tion of the mys­tery seemed as far off as ever.

		
	
		
			
				IX

				Mrs. Root of Pitt­s­burg

			
			One morn­ing about six weeks after the murder in Hat­ton Garden, In­spect­or French was summoned to the pres­ence of his chief.

			“Look here, French,” he was greeted, “you’ve been at that Geth­ing case long enough. I can’t have any more time wasted on it. What are you do­ing now?”

			French, his usu­al cheery con­fid­ence sadly de­flated, hes­it­at­ingly ad­mit­ted that at the mo­ment he was not do­ing very much, em­bel­lish­ing this in the course of a some­what pain­ful con­ver­sa­tion with the fur­ther in­form­a­tion that he was do­ing noth­ing whatever, and that he was sev­er­ally up against it and down and out.

			“I thought so,” the chief de­clared. “In that case you’ll have time to go and see Wil­li­ams & Dav­ies, of Cock­spur Street, the moneylenders. I have just had a phone from them, and they say that some dia­monds re­cently came in­to their pos­ses­sion which they are told re­semble those stolen from Duke & Pe­abody. You might look in­to the mat­ter.”

			It was a re­ju­ven­ated French that fif­teen minutes later as­cen­ded the stairs of Straker House, Cock­spur Street, to the of­fice of Messrs. Wil­li­ams & Dav­ies. Gone was the las­sit­ude and the de­jec­tion and the weary brood­ing look, and in­stead there was once again the old cheery op­tim­ism, the smil­ing self-con­fid­ence, the springy step. He pushed open a swing door, and with an air of fath­erly be­ne­vol­ence de­man­ded of a di­min­ut­ive of­fice boy if Mr. Wil­li­ams was in.

			The seni­or part­ner was dis­en­gaged, and two minutes later French was ushered in­to a small, rather dark of­fice, in which sat a tall, well-groomed man with gray­ing hair, and a pre­cise, some­what pedant­ic man­ner.

			“They phoned me from the Yard that you were com­ing across, In­spect­or,” he an­nounced, when French had in­tro­duced him­self. “I can only say I hope I have not brought you on a wild goose chase. But the af­fair should cer­tainly be looked in­to.”

			“I have not heard the cir­cum­stances yet, sir,” French re­minded him. “I shall nat­ur­ally be glad if you can give me some help­ful in­form­a­tion.”

			“I did not care to give de­tails over the phone,” Mr. Wil­li­ams ex­plained. “You can nev­er tell who over­hears you. I once heard a girl de­clin­ing what was evid­ently a pro­pos­al of mar­riage. The cir­cum­stances in this case are very simple. About six weeks ago a lady, giv­ing her name as Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root, and evid­ently an Amer­ic­an, called and asked if she could see one of the prin­cipals of my firm. She was shown in to me, and she ex­plained that she was the wife of a Mr. Chaun­cey S. Root, a rich steel man­u­fac­turer of Pitt­s­burg. She had just crossed by the Olympic for a hol­i­day in Europe, reach­ing Lon­don on the pre­vi­ous even­ing. She said a series of mis­for­tunes had brought her in­to a some­what awk­ward pre­dic­a­ment, and she wondered if I could do any­thing to as­sist her. In the first place she had been fool­ish enough to get in­to a gambling set on the way over, and had lost, as she ex­pressed it, ‘the hell of a lot of money.’ She spoke in a very racy and Amer­ic­an way, but she gave me the im­pres­sion of be­ing thor­oughly com­pet­ent and ef­fi­cient. Her losses ran in­to sev­er­al hun­dred pounds—she did not tell me the ex­act amount—but all her ready money was gone and in ad­di­tion she had giv­en sev­er­al I.O.U.s. This, how­ever, she would not have thought twice about, as she had let­ters of cred­it for many times the amount, had it not been that a fur­ther calam­ity be­fell her in Southamp­ton. There, in the crush on the quays, the small des­patch case in which she kept her ready money and pa­pers had been snatched from her, and she was left prac­tic­ally pen­ni­less, as well as without her let­ters of cred­it and her pass­port or oth­er means of iden­ti­fic­a­tion. She had, of course, re­por­ted the mat­ter to the po­lice au­thor­it­ies, but they had rather shaken their heads over it, though prom­ising to do everything pos­sible. She had had, in­deed, to bor­row a twenty-pound note from one of her trav­el­ling ac­quaint­ances to get her to Lon­don, and now she was prac­tic­ally without money at all. She wished, there­fore, to bor­row £3,000, which would en­able her to pay her gambling debts and to carry on in Lon­don un­til fresh let­ters of cred­it could be sent. For­tu­nately, she had with her a col­lec­tion of un­moun­ted dia­monds, which she in­ten­ded to have set by Lon­don jew­ellers, of whose skill she had heard great ac­counts. These dia­monds she pro­posed to de­pos­it as se­cur­ity, and she would agree to pay whatever rate of in­terest was cus­tom­ary. She asked me if my firm would be pre­pared to lend the money on these terms.”

			“Why did she not cable to her hus­band?”

			“I asked her that, and she ex­plained that she did not wish to tell Mr. Root, as he had an in­vet­er­ate dis­like to gambling, and they had had sev­er­al dis­agree­ments about her bet­ting pro­cliv­it­ies. In fact, re­la­tions had been ser­i­ously strained un­til she had prom­ised amend­ment, and a con­fes­sion might eas­ily lead to a ser­i­ous breach. She could not, either, at­trib­ute the loss to the theft, as it ran to so great a fig­ure that she could not pos­sibly be car­ry­ing the amount in her des­patch case. She said she would prefer to bor­row the money un­til she could write to her man of busi­ness to real­ise some of her own stocks.

			“I said that her pro­pos­i­tion, as such, was ac­cept­able, as we fre­quently took stones and jew­ellery as se­cur­ity for loans, but that as she was a stranger to us, be­fore we could do busi­ness we should ob­vi­ously re­quire some evid­ence of her bona fides. She replied that that was all right, that she quite re­cog­nised that ow­ing to the loss of her pa­pers and par­tic­u­larly of her pass­port some­thing of the kind would be ne­ces­sary. She said we could make what in­quir­ies we liked, provided only we were quick about them, for she wanted the money as soon as pos­sible. She asked how long we should take, and when I said twenty-four hours, she ad­mit­ted that was reas­on­able. She sug­ges­ted that if we did busi­ness we should take the stones to be val­ued to one of the best-known Lon­don jew­ellers. I agreed to this, and rang up Mr. Stronge, of Hurst & Stronge, of Bond Street, to ask him if he would un­der­take the valu­ation. He is, as you prob­ably know, one of the most fam­ous ex­perts in the world. He con­sen­ted, and I settled with him the amount of his fee. Fi­nally it was ar­ranged that, provided our in­quir­ies were sat­is­fact­ory, I should meet Mrs. Root at Hurst & Stronge’s at half-past ten on the fol­low­ing morn­ing, she with the stones and I with my cheque book. I was to pay her five-sixths of the value of the dia­monds. She said she ex­pec­ted to pay back the loan in about four weeks, and suit­able terms of in­terest were ar­ranged.”

			Mr. Wil­li­ams paused and glanced at his com­pan­ion, as though to as­sure him­self that his story was re­ceiv­ing the at­ten­tion he evid­ently felt it de­served. But French’s air of thrilled in­terest left him no room for doubt, and he con­tin­ued:

			“I made my in­quir­ies, and all ap­peared sat­is­fact­ory. I called up Mrs. Root at the Sa­voy, told her I was pre­pared to deal, and at the hour named met her at Hurst & Stronge’s. Mr. Stronge took us to his private room, and there Mrs. Root pro­duced a bag of stones, mostly dia­monds, though there were a few em­er­alds and a large ruby, all un­moun­ted. There were six­teen stones ran­ging in value from £40 to £400, but av­er­aging about £200 or £220. Mr. Stronge val­ued them very care­fully, and after a long wait we got his opin­ion. The whole were worth about £3,300, and in ac­cord­ance with our bar­gain I pro­posed to hand Mrs. Root a cheque for £2,750. She ad­mit­ted the cor­rect­ness of this, but said she wanted the £3,000, and after some con­ver­sa­tion I agreed to meet her wishes and filled the cheque for the lat­ter sum. She then ob­jec­ted that no bank would pay her without in­quir­ing as to her iden­tity, which would mean an­oth­er delay, and asked me if I would go with her to the bank to cer­ti­fy that she was the per­son for whom I in­ten­ded the money. I agreed to this, and we went to the Pic­ca­dilly branch of the Lon­don and Counties Bank. There we saw the man­ager, and there I left her. I re­turned here and lodged the stones in my safe.”

			“The man­ager took your iden­ti­fic­a­tion, I sup­pose?”

			“Oh, yes. I know him per­son­ally and there was no dif­fi­culty. That ended the mat­ter as far as I was con­cerned, and for four weeks I thought no more of it. But as the fifth and sixth week passed and the lady made no sign, I began to won­der. I tele­phoned to the Sa­voy, but it ap­peared she had left on the day of our deal. I as­sumed, how­ever, that she was on the Con­tin­ent, and no sus­pi­cion that all was not right oc­curred to me.”

			“Then what roused your sus­pi­cion?”

			“I am com­ing to that,” Mr. Wil­li­ams answered in a slightly fri­gid tone. “This morn­ing I happened to show the stones—without say­ing how they came in­to my pos­ses­sion, of course—to a per­son­al friend of my own, a dia­mond mer­chant named Sproule, who had called with me on oth­er busi­ness. When he saw them he grew very much ex­cited, and asked me where I had got them from. I pressed him for an ex­plan­a­tion, and he said they fit­ted the de­scrip­tion cir­cu­lated of those stolen from Messrs. Duke & Pe­abody. He was em­phat­ic that I should in­form the firm, but I thought it bet­ter to ring you up in­stead.”

			“Very wise, sir,” French ap­proved. “That was cer­tainly your prop­er course. Now, I take it the first thing we have to do is to see if your friend, Mr. Sproule, is cor­rect in his sup­pos­i­tion. I have a list of the miss­ing stones in my pock­et, but I don’t know that I’m ex­pert enough to identi­fy them. I think we’ll have Mr. Duke over. May I use your phone?”

			Mr. Duke was nat­ur­ally eager to learn de­tails of the new de­vel­op­ment, and in less than half an hour he joined the oth­ers in Mr. Wil­li­ams’s of­fice. French ex­plained the situ­ation, end­ing up, “Now we want you, Mr. Duke, to tell us if these were among the stones you lost.”

			The dia­mond mer­chant, ob­vi­ously much ex­cited, began at once to make his ex­am­in­a­tion. He in­spec­ted the stones minutely through a lens, weighed them on a del­ic­ate bal­ance he had brought, and put them to oth­er tests which greatly in­ter­ested his com­pan­ions. As he put each down he gave his judg­ment. One after an­oth­er were iden­ti­fied. All were among those stolen from him. They were the six­teen smal­lest and least valu­able stones of the col­lec­tion.

			The fact was learned by the three men with very dif­fer­ent emo­tions. Mr. Duke’s gain was Mr. Wil­li­ams’s loss, and res­ult­ing sat­is­fac­tion and con­sterna­tion showed on their re­spect­ive faces, while French’s coun­ten­ance wore an ex­pres­sion of the live­li­est de­light, not un­mixed with mys­ti­fic­a­tion.

			“Good heav­ens!” Mr. Wil­li­ams cried, his voice trem­bling with agit­a­tion and ex­cite­ment. “Then I’ve been swindled! Swindled out of three thou­sand pounds!” He glared at the In­spect­or as if he were at fault. “I sup­pose,” he con­tin­ued, “that if this gen­tle­man es­tab­lishes his claim, the loss will fall on me? God knows, I can ill af­ford it.”

			“We shall hope not, sir,” French said sym­path­et­ic­ally. “We shall hope that with luck you’ll re­cov­er your money. But we must not waste any more time. I shall start by go­ing to the bank to see if all the money has been with­drawn. I’d be ob­liged, Mr. Wil­li­ams, if you would come also. I’ll keep you ad­vised, Mr. Duke, how things go on, and of course you’ll get back your stones after the usu­al form­al­it­ies have been car­ried out.”

			Mr. Wil­li­ams had re­covered his com­pos­ure, and, the gems hav­ing been locked in his safe, the three men left the of­fice and des­cen­ded to the street. There French said good day to Mr. Duke, who some­what re­luct­antly took his leave, the oth­er two con­tinu­ing to the bank. After a few mo­ments’ wait they were shown in­to the man­ager’s room.

			“I am afraid, Mr. Scar­lett, I have had a ser­i­ous mis­for­tune,” Mr. Wil­li­ams began, al­most be­fore they were seated. “I have just learned that I have been swindled out of £3,000. This is In­spect­or French of Scot­land Yard, and we both want your help in the mat­ter.”

			Mr. Scar­lett, a well-groomed, middle-aged gen­tle­man of fash­ion­able ap­pear­ance and suave man­ners, looked suit­ably con­cerned. He shook hands with French, and ex­pressed his com­mis­er­a­tion with his cli­ent’s loss in a few easy words, de­clar­ing also his de­sire to be of ser­vice.

			“Do you re­mem­ber,” Mr. Wil­li­ams went on eagerly, “my com­ing to see you one morn­ing about six weeks ago with a lady whom I in­tro­duced as Mrs. Root, of Pitt­s­burg, U.S.A.? She held my cheque for £3,000, and I came to in­tro­duce her to you.”

			The man­ager re­called the in­cid­ent.

			“That money was a loan, for which she de­pos­ited with me a num­ber of dia­monds. The dia­monds were val­ued by Mr. Stronge of Hurst & Stronge’s, and I gave her less than their value. I thought I had taken all reas­on­able pre­cau­tions, but now,” Mr. Wil­li­ams made a faint ges­ture of des­pair, “now it seems that they were stolen.”

			“Stolen?” Mr. Scar­lett re­peated in a shocked voice. “My dear sir! Al­low me to say how ex­tremely sorry I am to have to tell you that I fear your dis­cov­ery has come too late. Your cheque had been paid prac­tic­ally in full.”

			Mr. Wil­li­ams gave a little groan, though he had evid­ently been ex­pect­ing the bad news. He would have spoken, but French broke in with, “Is that so, sir? That is really what we came to ask. Now I want you please to give me as de­tailed an ac­count of the whole busi­ness as you can.”

			“I will do so, of course,” Mr. Scar­lett re­turned, “but I fear my story will not help you much.” He raised his desk tele­phone. “Ask Mr. Plenteous to come here,” he dir­ec­ted, and when a young, fair-haired man had entered he re­sumed, “This is Mr. Plenteous who car­ried out the de­tails of the trans­ac­tion. As Mr. Wil­li­ams has said, he and the lady called on me,” he turned over the leaves of a di­ary, “about mid­day on Thursday, 26th Novem­ber. He in­tro­duced the lady as a Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root, of Pitt­s­burg, and stated he had called to cer­ti­fy that she was the per­son re­ferred to in a cheque he had made out. She pro­duced a cheque for £3,000, and Mr. Wil­li­ams iden­ti­fied it as his. She thanked him and he with­drew. She then said that she wished to open a tem­por­ary ac­count, and that she would like cash for £1,500, and to lodge the re­mainder. I sent for Mr. Plenteous, and asked him to ar­range the mat­ter, and he showed the lady out to his counter. Next day the bal­ance was with­drawn ex­cept for a few shil­lings, which I be­lieve we still hold. Is not that cor­rect, Plenteous?”

			“Yes, sir,” the fair-haired young man answered, “quite cor­rect. I can turn you up the ex­act bal­ance in a mo­ment.”

			“Presently, thank you, Mr. Plenteous,” French in­ter­posed. “In the mean­time per­haps you would tell us what took place between you and the lady after you left this of­fice.”

			After a glance at his chief, the clerk answered:

			“Mrs. Root handed me the cheque for £3,000, and said she wished to lodge half. I filled the cus­tom­ary forms, took her sig­na­ture, and gave her a pass­book, all in the usu­al way. Then she told me she would like the oth­er £1,500 cashed in notes of small value. She said she was a stranger to Lon­don, but that already she had dis­covered the dif­fi­culty of chan­ging Bank of Eng­land notes. Be­ing short of ready money, she had proffered a twenty-pound note in a shop. It was re­fused, and on ask­ing for change in a bank which happened to be next door, the cash­ier po­litely in­formed her he was not per­mit­ted to change notes for strangers. She had, in­deed, to go back to her hotel be­fore she could get it done. She said she there­fore wanted noth­ing lar­ger than ten pounds, and at her fur­ther re­quest I coun­ted her out a hun­dred tens and a hun­dred fives. She stowed them away in a des­patch case she was car­ry­ing. I poin­ted out that that was not a very safe way to carry so large a sum, but she laughed and said she guessed it was all right, that no one would know she had money in it. She said good day and went out, and that was the last I saw of her.”

			“You no­ticed noth­ing in any way sus­pi­cious about her man­ner or ac­tions?”

			“Noth­ing whatever.”

			“You say the lodg­ment was sub­sequently with­drawn? You might tell me about that.”

			“It was with­drawn in the sense that cheques were is­sued for al­most the whole amount. The lady did not her­self call again, nor was the ac­count closed. There is still a small bal­ance.”

			French nod­ded.

			“Yes, I un­der­stood you to say so. Could you let me see the ledger, and also the cheques that were is­sued?”

			In a few seconds the clerk re­turned with a pon­der­ous tome, which he opened at the name of Mrs. Helen Sad­ie Root. The ac­count pos­sessed but few items. On the deb­it side there was but the single entry of £1,500, but on the oth­er side there were six entries, vary­ing from £210 10s. to £295, and totalling £1,495 7s. 9d. Six can­celled cheques cor­res­pon­ded with the entries. As French ex­amined these, he was in­ter­ested to see that all were made out on fash­ion­able Lon­don jew­ellers.

			“Can you lend me these?” he asked, point­ing to the cheques.

			The clerk hes­it­ated, but Mr. Scar­lett in­ter­vened.

			“Cer­tainly,” he answered read­ily, “but you will have to give us a re­ceipt for our aud­it­ors.”

			This was soon ar­ranged, and after French had asked a few more ques­tions, he and Mr. Wil­li­ams left the bank.

			“Now,” he said briskly, be­fore his com­pan­ion could frame a re­mark, “I am go­ing round to these six jew­ellers, but first I want some fur­ther in­form­a­tion from you. Shall we go back to your of­fice?”

			Mr. Wil­li­ams as­sen­ted eagerly. He had lost his air of de­tached pre­ci­sion, and, like a some­what spoiled child, plied the oth­er with ques­tions as to his prob­able chances of suc­cess. French answered in his usu­al cheery, op­tim­ist­ic way, and it was not un­til they were once more seated in Mr. Wil­li­ams’s sanc­tum that he dropped his air of fath­erly be­ne­vol­ence and be­came once more the shrewd and com­pet­ent of­ficer of Scot­land Yard.

			“In the first place,” he began, as he took out his note­book, “I want your de­scrip­tion of the lady. I gath­er she was a good-look­ing wo­man, at­tract­ive both in ap­pear­ance and man­ner. Did you find her so?”

			Mr. Wil­li­ams hes­it­ated.

			“Well, yes, I did,” he ad­mit­ted, some­what apo­lo­get­ic­ally, as French thought. “She cer­tainly had a way with her—some­thing dif­fer­ent from my usu­al cli­ents. From her man­ner I nev­er should have sus­pec­ted she was oth­er than all right.”

			“Most wo­men crooks are at­tract­ive look­ing,” French de­clared smoothly. “It’s part of their stock in trade. Just let me have as de­tailed a de­scrip­tion of her as you can.”

			It seemed she was of middle height, and dark, very dark as to hair and eye­lashes, but less so as to eyes. They were rather a golden shade of brown. She had a some­what retroussé nose, and a tiny mouth set in an oval face, with a com­plex­ion of ex­treme, but healthy, pal­lor. She wore her hair low over her ears, and her smile re­vealed an un­ex­pec­ted dimple. Mr. Wil­li­ams had re­marked these de­tails so thor­oughly that French smiled in­wardly, as he sol­emnly noted them in his book. The moneylender had not par­tic­u­larly ob­served what she was wear­ing, but this did not mat­ter as Mr. Scar­lett had, and a de­tailed de­scrip­tion of her dress was already entered up.

			“Tell me next, please, Mr. Wil­li­ams, what iden­ti­fic­a­tion the lady gave of her­self, and what in­quir­ies you made to test her state­ment. She had lost her pass­port?”

			“Yes, I told you how, or rather I told you what she said about it. She gave me her card, and showed me the en­vel­opes of sev­er­al let­ters ad­dressed to her at Pitt­s­burg. She also showed me some pho­to­graphs of groups in which she ap­peared which had been taken on board the Olympic, as well as a din­ner menu dated for the third day out. She ex­plained that her re­turn tick­et had been stolen with the pass­port, so that she could not let me see it.”

			“Not very con­clus­ive, I’m afraid,” French com­men­ted. “All that evid­ence might have been faked.”

			“I quite see that, and saw it at the time,” de­clared the moneylender. “But I did not rest there. I ap­plied to Dash­ford’s, you know, the private in­quiry people. I asked them to cable their agents in Pitt­s­burg for a de­scrip­tion of Mrs. Root, and to know if she had left for Eng­land on the Olympic. There is the reply.”

			He took a pa­per from a file and handed it across. It was headed, “J. T. Dash­ford & Co., Private In­quiry Agents,” and read:

			
				“Dear Sir,

				
					“Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root.
				

				“In reply to your in­quiry of yes­ter­day, we beg to in­form you that we have cabled our agents in Pitt­s­burg on the mat­ter in ques­tion, and have re­ceived the fol­low­ing reply:

				“ ‘Chaun­cey S. Root, part­ner loc­al steel firm, wealthy, wife hand­some, height middle, hair dark, com­plex­ion pale, face oval, mouth small, man­ner bright and at­tract­ive. Left for Europe by Olympic. Fam­ily OK.’

				“We trust this in­form­a­tion will meet your re­quire­ments.

				
					“Yours faith­fully,

					“J. T. Dash­ford & Co.,

					“M.S.”

				
			

			French whistled thought­fully.

			“That seems right enough,” he said slowly. “I know some­thing about Dash­ford’s people, and they are re­li­able enough about a thing like this. It’s be­gin­ning to look like im­per­son­a­tion.”

			“Ah,” Mr. Wil­li­ams ejac­u­lated. “Im­per­son­a­tion! I hadn’t thought of that.” He paused in his turn, then con­tin­ued, “But yet I don’t see how it could be. I didn’t stop with an ap­plic­a­tion to Dash­ford’s. I rang up the White Star of­fices, and they told me there that Mrs. Root had ac­tu­ally made the jour­ney. I also rang up the Sa­voy, and they told me there that she had ar­rived at the hour she had told me, with trunks bear­ing Olympic la­bels. Fi­nally, to make the mat­ter, as I thought, sure, I phoned the Southamp­ton po­lice and found out from them that the story of the stolen des­patch case was true. It had happened just as Mrs. Root de­scribed. When I got all this in­form­a­tion I felt ab­so­lutely sat­is­fied.”

			“I’m not sur­prised at that, sir,” French ad­mit­ted. “It would have sat­is­fied most people. You see, it’s quite dif­fer­ent with us now, be­cause our sus­pi­cions have been aroused. There was noth­ing in the cir­cum­stances of this lady’s call to make you doubt her story. I quite sym­path­ise with you, though I’m afraid that doesn’t help the situ­ation much. … But you see now, of course, that none of the in­form­a­tion you col­lec­ted is really con­clus­ive. I have no doubt that there is a Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root of Pitt­s­burg who trav­elled to Europe in the Olympic, and that, gen­er­ally speak­ing, she re­sembles your friend, but I very gravely doubt that she was the lady who ne­go­ti­ated the loan. You see, the real iden­ti­fic­a­tions, the pass­port, the re­turn tick­et, on which her name would be in­scribed, were miss­ing. Moreover, she re­fused to al­low Mr. Root to be con­sul­ted. No, I think we may take it that the wo­man who came here was not Mrs. Root. But, on the oth­er hand, she must either have been ac­quain­ted with Mrs. Root per­son­ally or have known a thun­der­ing lot about her. How does that strike you, sir?”

			“It sounds right, it cer­tainly sounds right, In­spect­or. I fear it must be as you say. But if so, what chance is there of get­ting back my money?”

			French shook his head.

			“I’m afraid the pro­spects are not very rosy,” he ad­mit­ted. “But you nev­er know. We’ll try to get our hands on the wo­man, of course, and we may find she has not spent the money. Now, sir, if there is noth­ing more than you can tell me, I think I shall get along to the Sa­voy and to those shops where she paid the cheques.”

			In­spect­or French walked slowly down Cock­spur Street, his brain be­mused by this un­ex­pec­ted de­vel­op­ment. The im­per­son­a­tion of Mrs. Root was easy—or, at least, com­par­at­ively easy—to un­der­stand. He could see that it would present no ser­i­ous dif­fi­culties to a re­source­ful wo­man, though the ap­plic­a­tion to the Southamp­ton po­lice was cer­tainly stag­ger­ing. But what he could not form the slight­est idea of was how this wo­man could pos­sibly have got hold of Mr. Duke’s dia­monds. The im­per­son­a­tion must have ac­tu­ally been ar­ranged be­fore the rob­bery took place, and if this were so, it poin­ted to a much more far-reach­ing crime than he had had any con­cep­tion of. And there must have been more than one in it, too—un­less this mys­ter­i­ous wo­man had ac­tu­ally com­mit­ted the murder, which he found hard to be­lieve. He smiled with sat­is­fac­tion as he thought of the vis­tas of pos­sible in­form­a­tion which were open­ing out be­fore him, and by which he might hope to re­trieve the loss of prestige which he had suffered.

			Sud­denly he thought of Miss Duke. Was there a con­nec­tion between her and this mys­ter­i­ous wo­man? Was Mrs. Root the wo­man in the wa­ter­proof? Was she Miss Duke her­self? Here were far-reach­ing ques­tions. As he con­sidered them, he saw that his work for the next few days was cut out for him.

		
	
		
			
				X

				Some Pairs of Blankets

			
			Dur­ing In­spect­or French’s brief lunch hour he con­tin­ued turn­ing over in his mind the im­me­di­ate prob­lem which Mr. Wil­li­ams’s story had raised for him, namely, at what point he had best at­tack his new in­quiry.

			The facts pos­tu­lated a good deal of ob­vi­ous de­tailed in­vest­ig­a­tion, and he felt he should carry this through in his usu­al sys­tem­at­ic way be­fore at­tempt­ing to evolve a com­pre­hens­ive the­ory of the crime. He had first to learn what he could of the mys­ter­i­ous Mrs. Root, and in this con­nec­tion he foresaw in­quir­ies at Pitt­s­burg, from the White Star people, from the Southamp­ton po­lice at the Sa­voy, and at the vari­ous firms of jew­ellers to whom the cheques had been made out. He had, if pos­sible, to find the lady, or her im­per­son­at­or. These things ac­com­plished, he could turn his at­ten­tion to an at­tempt to con­nect the per­son found with Miss Duke, or at all events with Mr. Duke’s jew­els, and sub­sequently with the murder of Charles Geth­ing.

			By the time his meal was ended he had de­cided that he would com­mence op­er­a­tions at the Sa­voy, and ten minutes later he turned in­to the court­yard, and mak­ing his way to the of­fice, in­quired for the man­ager.

			In due course he ex­plained his busi­ness to the great man, but the lat­ter shook his head when he heard what was re­quired of him, and asked French for sug­ges­tions as to how he could help.

			“First I should like to see the re­gister,” French ex­plained.

			“That, at least, is eas­ily done.”

			The man­ager led the way to the of­fice and in­tro­duced French to the ra­di­ant young wo­man who presided at the re­cep­tion counter. Then turn­ing over the pages of the re­gister, he presently ex­claimed, “That looks like it, In­spect­or, I fancy.”

			The entry read: “Nov. 24. Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root, Pitt­s­burg, U.S.A. 137.”

			French drew out the cheques he had ob­tained from Mr. Scar­lett and care­fully com­pared the sig­na­tures. “That’s it,” he de­clared. “There’s not a doubt those are in the same hand­writ­ing. Now the ques­tion is, Can this young lady re­mem­ber the wo­man?”

			The clerk hes­it­ated.

			“We had a lot of Amer­ic­ans in that day,” she said slowly, as she ran her eyes down the list of names. “It is not easy to keep track of them all. And this is six weeks ago.” She paused again, then shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t just place her.”

			“It was the day the Olympic got to Southamp­ton,” French promp­ted. “There would no doubt have been a num­ber of people off the steam­er spe­cial.” He glanced once more at the book. “See, here is a crowd of Amer­ic­ans all to­geth­er. New York, Bo­ston, New York, New York, Phil­adelphia, and so on. That rep­res­ents the spe­cial. But—” He paused and ran his fin­ger down the column. “Now, this is really rather in­ter­est­ing. Mrs. Root’s name is not among them. Here it is, down near the end of the list. That means that she came in late in the even­ing, doesn’t it? Does that help you at all, Miss Pear­son?” He waited, but the girl not reply­ing, he con­tin­ued, “Or the room? Does No. 137 bring any­thing to your mind?”

			The girl shook her pretty head.

			“Turn up the ac­count, Miss Pear­son,” the man­ager sug­ges­ted.

			The girl pro­duced an­oth­er huge book, and all three went through the items. Mrs. Root, it ap­peared, had paid for the rooms—No. 137 was a suite con­sist­ing of one bed­room, bath­room and sit­ting-room—for the three nights, the 24th, 25th, and 26th of Novem­ber. She had had sev­en meals in the hotel, din­ner on the night of ar­rival, and break­fast, lunch, and din­ner on the next two days. All these meals she had had served in her private room.

			“Avoid­ing pub­li­city,” French thought, con­tinu­ing aloud, “Then she didn’t break­fast on the morn­ing she left?”

			At his re­mark Miss Pear­son gave an ex­clam­a­tion.

			“I re­mem­ber her now,” she cried. “It was your say­ing that brought her to my mind. No, she didn’t break­fast the morn­ing you mean be­cause she left on the pre­vi­ous night. I re­mem­ber the whole cir­cum­stances now. She came in on the night”—she glanced at the re­gister—“of the 24th—pretty late—it was between sev­en and eight, I should think—and asked for a suite for three or four weeks. She was dark-haired and pale com­plex­ion and very Amer­ic­an in her speech. I fixed her up with No. 137, and she said she wanted din­ner sent up to her room. Two even­ings later, shortly be­fore eight o’clock, she came back to the of­fice and said she had had an ur­gent wire from Par­is, and that she had to go over that night. She hoped to be back in about a week, but she would not keep the rooms on, as she was not cer­tain of her plans. I made out the bill, and what brings the thing back to my mind is that I had to charge her for that night in ac­cord­ance with our rule. She didn’t seem to mind, the way some people do in such a case. She left then, and I nev­er saw her since.”

			This be­ing all the pretty clerk could tell him, French asked next to see the cham­ber­maid who had at­ten­ded No. 137 on the night in ques­tion.

			From this wo­man he at first learned noth­ing. For a quarter of an hour he promp­ted fruit­lessly, then, just as in the case of the clerk, a chance word brought a ray of light. Asked if she could re­mem­ber hav­ing seen lug­gage with Olympic la­bels and the name Mrs. Root, she sud­denly ad­mit­ted that she could. Her at­ten­tion had been at­trac­ted by the name Root, as she had been read­ing in the pa­pers of a dis­tin­guished Amer­ic­an of the same name, and she had wondered if the own­er of the lug­gage was any con­nec­tion. She re­membered the lug­gage dis­tinctly. There were two big, new-look­ing Amer­ic­an trunks, la­belled on steam­er la­bels, Mrs. Some­thing Root. Yes, she thought it was Chaun­cey. Some­thing like that any­way, some queer, for­eign name that only an Amer­ic­an would bear. But though she re­membered the lug­gage, the cham­ber­maid could not re­call any­thing about the lady her­self.

			After fruit­lessly in­ter­rog­at­ing sev­er­al oth­er of the hotel ser­vants, French re­treated in­to a deser­ted corner of the lounge and set him­self to think the thing out. And presently it oc­curred to him that the trunks might rep­res­ent a clue. Did their re­mov­al not in­volve a taxi, and if so, could he find it?

			He went back to the head port­er to make in­quir­ies. Vehicles were usu­ally ob­tained from the rank in the street ad­join­ing. Of course it fre­quently happened that a driver look­ing for a fare would pass at the crit­ic­al mo­ment and be em­ployed, but sev­en out of ten were ob­tained from the rank.

			French left the hotel, and, saun­ter­ing down to the cab rank, en­gaged the driver of the lead­ing car in con­ver­sa­tion. All the tax­is on the rank, the man stated, were the prop­erty of one firm, Met­ro­pol­it­an Trans­port, Ltd. The men re­turned the runs they had made on their daily journ­als, and French could, if he chose to ap­ply to the of­fice in Vic­tor­ia Street, learn all there was to be known about it.

			French did choose, and a quarter of an hour later was in con­ver­sa­tion with the man­ager. But that gen­tle­man was du­bi­ous that he could sup­ply the de­sired in­form­a­tion. It was true they kept a pretty com­plete re­cord of the runs made and these had to bal­ance with the read­ings of the meters and with the money handed in, but ob­vi­ously no note was made of the names or de­scrip­tions of the fares. He could find out if a car had gone from the Sa­voy to Vic­tor­ia about 7:45 p.m. on the night of the 26th Novem­ber, but he could not say who might have trav­elled in it.

			“If you could let me have a note of the cars which left the hotel between 7:40 and 8:10, ir­re­spect­ive of their des­tin­a­tions, I should be ob­liged,” French de­clared. “I could see all the drivers, and pos­sibly some one of them might re­mem­ber the wo­man.”

			“I can give you that,” the man­ager as­sen­ted, “but it will take a little time to get out.” He rang for a clerk and gave the ne­ces­sary in­struc­tion, then leaned back in his chair and went on con­ver­sa­tion­ally, “What’s the trouble? Is it in­dis­creet to ask?”

			French smiled be­ne­vol­ently.

			“Cer­tainly not,” he as­sured the oth­er. “I’ll tell you the whole thing. We be­lieve that the lady I’m after is a crook—a dia­mond thief. She gave out that she was the wife of a wealthy Amer­ic­an steel mag­nate, but we be­lieve she’s no more that than you are. She left the hotel that night with two trunks and some small lug­gage, to go to Par­is by the 8:20 from Vic­tor­ia, and has van­ished. I’m try­ing now to trace her.”

			The man­ager seemed in­ter­ested.

			“Well,” he said, “that’s a use­ful hint you have giv­en just now. Our drivers re­cord the lug­gage, that is, out­side lug­gage for which there is a charge. It’ll nar­row the thing down a bit if we’ve only to count vehicles with two pack­ages out­side.”

			“That’s a point,” French ad­mit­ted, “and a good one. But I only know that there were two large trunks be­sides hand lug­gage. There might have been more than two pack­ages out­side.”

			“It’s not likely. If there was only one lady she would have taken the hand stuff in with her. Ah, here’s the list.”

			From the tab­u­lated sheet handed to the man­ager, it ap­peared that between the hours of 7:40 and 8:10 on the night in ques­tion, no less than twenty-eight tax­is had left the Sa­voy. Of these, twenty had gone to theatres. Of the re­main­ing eight, two had gone to Eu­ston, one to King’s Cross, one to Hamp­stead, one to Kens­ing­ton, and three to Vic­tor­ia.

			“There you are,” said the man­ager, point­ing to the second to Vic­tor­ia. “See un­der ex­tras, ‘Two pack­ages.’ That’s what you want.”

			It looked as if the man­ager was right. The first of the three vehicles to Vic­tor­ia had no out­side lug­gage, and the third was for a party of five. No. 2 had left at 7:55 with one pas­sen­ger and two out­side pack­ages.

			“It’s prom­ising enough,” French ad­mit­ted. “If you could tell me where to find the driver of that car I should be much ob­liged.”

			“John Straker.” The man­ager picked up his desk tele­phone. “Where is John Straker at present?” he called, and in a mo­ment to French, “He’s out at work. He’s on the stand be­side the Sa­voy, and if you go there now, and don’t mind wait­ing, you’ll see him. I’ll give you a note to him. It will make him more ready to talk. He’s a pe­cu­li­ar-look­ing man, clean-shaven, with a thin white face and hooked nose and very black eyes; you’ll re­cog­nise him at once. Bet­ter take his time-book also. It may bring the trip back to his memory.”

			French, hav­ing thanked the man­ager, re­turned to the cab rank. As he walked down it glan­cing at the drivers, a taxi drove up and took its place at the tail of the line. Its driver answered the de­scrip­tion, and when he had switched off his en­gine and seemed at liberty, French ac­cos­ted him and ex­plained his busi­ness.

			For some seconds the man pondered, scratch­ing his head and turn­ing over the leaves of his time-book. At last he looked at French.

			“I re­mem­ber the trip,” he said. “It’s a strange thing, but that was the only trip I made to Vic­tor­ia that week. It’s a place we’re at pretty of­ten, as you’ll un­der­stand. But I re­mem­ber go­ing that night. It was with a lady, and she had two big boxes; I re­mem­ber them be­cause they were rather big for the space on the car. But I got them fixed up all right.”

			“Where did you go to?”

			“I be­lieve the main line de­par­ture side of Vic­tor­ia, though I’m not just cer­tain.”

			“Good!” said French heart­ily. “Now, could you de­scribe the lady?”

			This, how­ever, was bey­ond the driver’s powers. He had not no­ticed her spe­cially, nor could he de­scribe the port­er who had taken the lug­gage. But French had not ex­pec­ted that, in­deed, he was sur­prised and de­lighted at hav­ing got so much.

			The rest of that day and most of the next he spent at Vic­tor­ia, in­ter­view­ing port­ers, in­spect­ors, tick­et col­lect­ors, and any oth­er of­fi­cials he could find, who might by chance have seen the quarry. But nowhere had he any luck. The un­known re­mained un­known.

			As he con­tin­ued turn­ing the mat­ter over in his mind, a fur­ther pos­sible clue in con­nec­tion with the trunks oc­curred to him. They were large; they could not be taken in the car­riage. It was nearly cer­tain, there­fore, that they must have been re­gistered through. Were there re­cords, he wondered, of such re­gis­tra­tion?

			He went to the re­gis­tra­tion of­fice and saw the clerk in charge. Yes, there were re­cords; they were kept for a while and then des­troyed. He could with a little trouble turn up those for the Ne­whaven boat train on the 26th Novem­ber, and he would cer­tainly do so to ob­lige the In­spect­or.

			But the re­cords, when at last they were pro­duced, re­vealed neither the name of Mrs. Root nor the fact that any­one had re­gistered two large trunks by that train.

			French dis­cussed the pos­sib­il­ity of those in ques­tion hav­ing been taken un­re­gistered. It seemed that this was pos­sible, but most un­likely. In any case, had it been done, the clerk be­lieved the Cus­toms people would have noted it. But it would take some time to find out.

			“Don’t trouble about it,” French told him; “at least, not in the mean­time.”

			Sup­pose this wo­man crook was im­per­son­at­ing Mrs. Root, as he be­lieved she was, would she not, as soon as she had dis­posed of the dia­monds, seek to van­ish and to re­sume her real per­son­al­ity? If so, did this not in­volve get­ting rid of the trunks? Did she really re­quire them, or had they served their pur­pose when they reached Vic­tor­ia?

			As a for­lorn hope, he de­cided he would act on this idea. Sup­pose she wanted to get rid of them, how would she do it?

			There were sev­er­al ways, but he felt sat­is­fied that the easi­est and best would be simply to leave them in the left lug­gage of­fice. A con­sid­er­able time would elapse be­fore any ques­tion would arise about them, and it would then prob­ably only take the form of their be­ing opened by the rail­way com­pany, and their con­tents sold for what they would bring.

			He went round to the left lug­gage of­fice and pro­pounded his in­quiry. And im­me­di­ately he re­ceived a pleas­ant sur­prise. The clerk to whom he was re­ferred smiled, and turn­ing over some pa­pers, poin­ted to an item. It read, “Two large Amer­ic­an trunks: White Star la­bels, S.S. Olympic. Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root, pas­sen­ger to Southamp­ton.”

			“Bit of luck for you, sir,” the clerk re­marked. “I was look­ing over the list only today, and I no­ticed the item. Boxes were left in on 26th of last month, and have not been claimed.”

			“I want to open them and per­haps take them to the Yard.”

			The ne­ces­sary au­thor­ity was soon ob­tained, and French fol­lowed the clerk to a huge room stored with lug­gage of all de­scrip­tions. Call­ing the port­er in charge, they were con­duc­ted to a corner in which stood two large boxes, and French, look­ing at the la­bels, found they were those of which he was in search.

			“Pull those out, George,” the clerk dir­ec­ted, “so as this gen­tle­man can open them, and let him take them away if he wants to. That all you want, sir?”

			French, left to him­self, began by sat­is­fy­ing him­self that the hand­writ­ing on the la­bels was the same as that of the cheques. Then, tak­ing a bunch of skel­et­on keys from his pock­ets, he set to work on the locks. In a few mo­ments both stood open.

			For a space he stood star­ing down in amazement at their con­tents. They were full of blankets! Just new, thin blankets of a poor cheap qual­ity. They were fairly tightly packed, and com­pletely filled the trunks.

			He took out the blankets, and open­ing each out, shook it to make sure that no small art­icle was con­cealed in the folds. But there was noth­ing.

			Nor was there any smooth sur­face with­in the empty trunks upon which fin­ger im­pres­sions might have been left. They were lined with can­vas, fine as to qual­ity, but still too rough to carry prints.

			In­spect­or French felt more puzzled and baffled than ever. What, un­der the sun, were the blankets for? And where was the wo­man who had car­ried them about?

			He was cer­tainly no fur­ther on as to find­ing her, wheth­er she had crossed to France, or trav­elled to some oth­er point on the South­ern sys­tem, or had simply walked out of the sta­tion and been swal­lowed up in the wil­der­ness of Lon­don, she was just as com­pletely lost to him as ever. Hard luck that so un­ex­pec­ted a lift as the find­ing of the trunks should have led to so little.

			But there was one thing it had led to. It settled the ques­tion of the im­per­son­a­tion. On no oth­er hy­po­thes­is could the aban­don­ment of the trunks be ex­plained.

			A point of which he had already thought re­curred to him. If the un­known had im­per­son­ated Mrs. Root she either knew her or knew a great deal about her. The chances, there­fore, were that Mrs. Root knew the un­known. It also seemed pretty cer­tain that Mrs. X, as he began to call the un­known in his mind, had really crossed in the Olympic. How else would she ob­tain the la­bels and the din­ner menu? Gran­ted these two prob­ab­il­it­ies, it al­most cer­tainly fol­lowed that the real Mrs. Root and Mrs. X had met on board. If so, would it not be worth while in­ter­view­ing Mrs. Root in the hope that she might by the meth­od of elim­in­a­tion sug­gest the names of one or more per­sons who might have car­ried out the trick, and thus provide French with an­oth­er point of at­tack.

			Think­ing it would be worth while to in­vest­ig­ate the mat­ter, he re­turned to the Yard and sent a cable to the Pitt­s­burg po­lice ask­ing them to ob­tain Mrs. Root’s present ad­dress.

			He glanced at his watch. It was not yet five o’clock, and he saw that he would have time to make an­oth­er call be­fore go­ing off duty. Fif­teen minutes later he pushed open the door of Dash­ford’s In­quiry Agency in Suf­folk Street, off the Strand.

			“Mr. Park­er in?” he de­man­ded of the bright young lady who came to the counter, con­tinu­ing in re­sponse to her re­quest for his name, “In­spect­or French from the Yard, but Mr. Park­er’s an old friend and I’ll just go right in.”

			The girl eyed him doubt­fully as he passed through the counter, and, cross­ing the of­fice, tapped at a door in the farther wall. Without wait­ing for a reply, he pushed the door open and passed with­in, shut­ting it be­hind him.

			Writ­ing at a desk in the centre of the room was an enorm­ously stout man. He did not look up, but grunted im­pa­tiently “Well?”

			“Well your­self,” French grunted, mim­ick­ing the oth­er’s tone.

			The fat man looked up, then a smile dawned on his rubi­cund coun­ten­ance, and he got heav­ily to his feet and held out a huge hand. “Why, Joe, old son, I’m glad to see you. It’s a long time since you blew in. Bring the chair around to the fire and let’s hear the news.”

			French did as he was told, as he answered, “All’s well, Tom? Busy?”

			“Not too busy for a chat with you. How’s the Yard?”

			“The Yard’s go­ing strong; same old six and eight­pence. I of­ten think you did wisely to chuck it up and start in here. More your own boss, eh?”

			The fat man shook his head.

			“I don’t know,” he said slowly, hand­ing a to­bacco pouch to his vis­it­or. “I don’t know. More your own boss, per­haps; but more worry. If you don’t get jobs here, you don’t get your pay, and no pen­sion at the end ex­cept the in­terest on what you save up. I’ve thought of that pen­sion many a time since I left.”

			“Rub­bish!” French ex­claimed gen­i­ally as he filled his pipe. “You’re too young to be talk­ing of pen­sions. I was here look­ing for you about a week ago, but you were in Scot­land.”

			“Yes, I was at that Mun­ro case. Act­ing for old Mun­ro. I think he’ll pull it off.”

			“I dare say.” The talk drif­ted on, then French turned it to the ob­ject of his call.

			“I’m on a case that you people have had a fin­ger in. I wish you’d tell me what you can about it. It’s that busi­ness of Mrs. Root of Pitt­s­burg that Wil­li­ams & Dav­ies of Cock­spur Street put you on to six weeks ago. They wanted you to find out what she was like, and if she crossed by the Olympic.”

			“Huh,” said the fat man. “Well, we told ’em. I handled it my­self.”

			“Did they tell you why they wanted to know?”

			“Nope. Only asked the ques­tion.”

			“That’s where they made the mis­take. A wo­man called on Wil­li­ams, say­ing she was Mrs. Root and had crossed by the Olympic. She said she had lost her des­patch case with her pass­port and tick­ets and money, and she wanted a loan of £3,000 on the se­cur­ity of dia­monds she had in her trunk.”

			“Well? Was it not right?”

			“It was per­fectly right so far. Wil­li­ams was sat­is­fied from what you told him that she was the wo­man, and he lent the money.”

			French paused, smil­ing, and his friend swore.

			“Con­found it, man! Can’t you get on? Were the stones paste?”

			“Not at all. They took them to Stronge, of Hurst & Stronge’s, and he val­ued them. They were per­fectly all right, worth £3,300 odd, but”—French paused and be­came very im­press­ive—“they were all stolen from Duke & Pe­abody the night be­fore!”

			The fat man was vis­ibly im­pressed. He stared fix­edly at French, as he might had that philo­soph­er turned in­to Mrs. Root be­fore his eyes. Then heav­ily he smote his thigh.

			“Je—hos­aphat!” he ob­served slowly. “The night be­fore! Some crook that! Tell me.”

			“That’s about all there is to tell,” French de­clared. “The wo­man ar­rived at the Sa­voy about eight o’clock, the night be­fore, os­tens­ibly from the Olympic, and she left next night and has van­ished. No clue so far. I traced her to Vic­tor­ia and there lost the trail.”

			The fat man thought pro­foundly.

			“Well, if Wil­li­ams & Dav­ies want to blame us for it, they can look else­where,” he presently an­nounced. “They asked us a ques­tion, and we gave them a cor­rect and im­me­di­ate reply.”

			“I know that,” French agreed. “Wil­li­ams asked you the wrong ques­tion. Mrs. Root was im­per­son­ated; at least, that’s my the­ory. But what I wanted to know from you was how you got your in­form­a­tion. Between ourselves, are you sat­is­fied about it?”

			The fat man shook his fist good-hu­mouredly.

			“Now, young man,” he ad­vised, “don’t you get fresh with me. But I’ll tell you,” he went on, sud­denly grave. “It was through Pinker­ton’s. We have an ar­range­ment with them. I cabled their New York de­pot and they got the in­form­a­tion.”

			“I knew it would be all right,” French answered, “but I was curi­ous to know how you worked.”

			The two men chat­ted for some time, then French said he must go. Half an hour later he reached his house, and with a sigh of re­lief at the thought of his slip­pers and his arm­chair, let him­self in.

		
	
		
			
				XI

				A Deal in Jew­ellery

			
			In­spect­or French’s cheery self-con­fid­ence was nev­er so strongly marked as when his mind was free from mis­giv­ing as to his course of ac­tion in the im­me­di­ate fu­ture. When some­thing was ob­vi­ously wait­ing to be done he in­vari­ably went straight in and did it, shrink­ing neither from dif­fi­culty nor un­pleas­ant­ness, provided only he could carry through his task to a suc­cess­ful con­clu­sion. It was only when he did not see his way clear that he be­came de­pressed, and then he grew surly as a bear with a sore head, and his sub­or­din­ates kept at as great a dis­tance from him as their sev­er­al activ­it­ies would per­mit.

			On the morn­ing fol­low­ing his con­ver­sa­tion with the stout rep­res­ent­at­ive of the in­quiry agency, he was in great form, sig­ni­fy­ing that not only were his plans for the day sat­is­fact­or­ily in be­ing, but that no doubt of their su­per-ex­cel­lence clouded his mind. He had de­cided first to call on the jew­ellers to whom Mrs. X had paid the cheques, after which, if these vis­its in­dic­ated no fresh line of at­tack, he would pro­sec­ute in­quir­ies at the White Star com­pany’s of­fice. By that time a reply from Pitt­s­burg should have ar­rived.

			When he had made his usu­al re­port at the Yard, he took out the cheques and made a note of the places to be vis­ited. The first two were in Pic­ca­dilly, and he began his quest by tak­ing a bus thith­er.

			By one o’clock he had been round the whole six, and as he sat lunch­ing in a small French res­taur­ant off Cran­bourne Street, he thought over what he had learned. In each shop, after more or less delay, he had found the sales­man who had served Mrs. X. All six men re­membered her, and her pro­ceed­ings with each seemed to have been the same. In each case she had asked for a piece of jew­ellery for a dear friend who was go­ing to be mar­ried—some­thing plain, but good; a dia­mond ring or a jew­elled bangle or some costly trifle which would please a young girl’s fancy. In each shop her pur­chases came to some­where between two and three hun­dred pounds, and in each case she had proffered a cheque. She had vo­lun­teered to wait while a mes­sen­ger was sent to the bank, as she had ad­mit­ted that she couldn’t ex­pect the shop people to take her cheque when they didn’t know her. The sales­men had all pro­tested that this was un­ne­ces­sary, and had po­litely kept her talk­ing while they took the pre­cau­tion. Fi­nally, a tele­phone from the bank hav­ing re­as­sured them, they had handed her her pur­chase and bowed her out. None of them had either no­ticed or sus­pec­ted any­thing un­usu­al in the trans­ac­tions, and all were sat­is­fied everything about them was OK.

			French was con­sid­er­ably puzzled by the whole busi­ness, but un­der the stim­u­lus of a cup of cof­fee, a pos­sible the­ory flashed in­to his mind.

			Was it not prob­able that this pur­chase of costly but com­mon­place art­icles of jew­ellery at six dif­fer­ent shops was simply a part of the plan to trans­form Mr. Duke’s six­teen stones in­to money? As he thought over it, French thought he could dimly grasp that plan as a whole. First, the minds of Mr. Wil­li­ams and of Mr. Hurst were pre­pared for what was com­ing by a pre­vi­ous vis­it. It was im­possible that any sus­pi­cion could at­tach to that first vis­it, as when it was paid the rob­bery had not taken place. And now French saw that, but for the ac­ci­dent of the clerk, Orch­ard, vis­it­ing the of­fice, these two gen­tle­men would not have known any­thing about the rob­bery when the second call was made, a dis­tinctly clev­er achieve­ment from the crim­in­al’s point of view. How­ever, be that as it might, Mrs. X’s bluff car­ried her through, and she ex­changed her stones, or rather Mr. Duke’s, for Mr. Wil­li­ams’s cheque. But she was evid­ently afraid to cash the whole of the cheque, and French saw her point, namely, that the open­ing of an ac­count and the lodging of £1,500 was an as­tute move, cal­cu­lated to pre­vent the sus­pi­cion that might pos­sibly be caused by the cash­ing of £3,000 in small notes. But this safe­guard left her with the ne­ces­sity of de­vis­ing a plan for cash­ing her de­pos­it, and here, in the pur­chase of the jew­ellery, French saw the plan. Would she not sell what she had just bought? If she could do so, there was the whole £3,000 changed in­to un­trace­able notes.

			Of course there would be a loss at every step of the op­er­a­tion. There was first of all a loss in dis­pos­ing of the jew­els. Mr. Stronge had val­ued them at £3,300, and she had re­ceived only £3,000 from Mr. Wil­li­ams. She would lose even more heav­ily if she really had sold the jew­ellery she bought in Pic­ca­dilly and Re­gent Street, and she had lost a small de­pos­it which she had left in her bank. But in spite of this, her scheme was well worth while. By it she would ob­tain per­haps sev­enty to eighty per­cent of the value of the stones, where­as, if she had dealt with one of the re­cog­nised fences she would not have re­ceived more than from fif­teen to twenty per­cent. Moreover, her plan was safe. Up to the present she had suc­ceeded in con­ceal­ing her iden­tity, but ap­plic­a­tion to a fence would have left her either in his power to black­mail, or in that of the in­ter­me­di­ary she em­ployed to reach him. No, the plan was clear enough and good enough, too, and in spite of all French’s op­tim­ism there re­mained at the back of his mind the sink­ing fear that she might yet pull it off.

			But if this the­ory were true, it fol­lowed that if he could trace these sales he would be fur­nished with an­oth­er jump­ing-off place or places from which to re­sume his quest of the elu­sive Mrs. X. His next prob­lem there­fore be­came, had Mrs. X sold the trinkets, and if so, could he trace the sales?

			He went back to the six jew­ellers, and ob­tained a de­tailed de­scrip­tion of the art­icles bought. Then he re­turned to the Yard, and with the help of a dir­ect­ory and his know­ledge of the City, drew up a list of deal­ers who might be ex­pec­ted to handle such busi­ness. Half a dozen plain-clothes men were then im­pressed in­to the ser­vice, with or­ders to call on these per­sons and find out if any of the art­icles in ques­tion had fallen in­to their hands.

			In­spect­or French had just com­pleted these ar­range­ments when a cable was handed to him. It was in reply to his of the pre­vi­ous night, and read:

			
				“Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root, Hotel Bel­leg­arde, Mür­ren, till end of month.”

			

			Mür­ren? That was in Switzer­land, wasn’t it? He sent for an at­las and a Con­tin­ent­al Brad­shaw, and looked it up. Yes, it was in Switzer­land; moreover, it was close to where he had already been, past that lake with the mar­vel­lous col­our­ing—the Lake of Thun, and so to In­ter­laken and the far-famed Bernese Ober­land, places which he had long de­sired to vis­it. It was with more than a little eager­ness that he once more ran over his reas­ons for want­ing to see Mrs. Root, and then, sat­is­fied, went to his chief’s room. The great man listened and was con­vinced, and French, ju­bil­ant, went to pre­pare for his de­par­ture on the fol­low­ing even­ing.

			On his way to the Yard next morn­ing, he called at the White Star of­fices and got a copy of the Olympic’s pas­sen­ger list of the trip in ques­tion. The ship, they told him, was in New York, but would be sail­ing in an­oth­er three days. She would there­fore be due in Southamp­ton on the fol­low­ing Wed­nes­day week.

			He learned also that spe­ci­mens of the hand­writ­ing of each trav­el­ler were avail­able. Forms were filled and de­clar­a­tions signed both in con­nec­tion with the pur­chase of the tick­et and with the passing of the lug­gage through the cus­toms. If French was anxious to ex­am­ine these, he could do so by ap­ply­ing to their Southamp­ton of­fice or to the cus­toms au­thor­it­ies in the same city.

			French de­cided that if his in­ter­view with Mrs. Root led to noth­ing, he would fol­low this ad­vice, and he re­solved that in this case he would go to Southamp­ton when the Olympic was in, so as to in­ter­view the ship’s staff as well.

			When he re­turned to the Yard, he found that some in­form­a­tion had already come in about the jew­ellery. One of his six plain-clothes men had had a stroke of luck. At his very first call, Rob­sons’ of Ox­ford Street, he had found a ring which answered the de­scrip­tion of one of the pur­chased art­icles, and which had been bought from a lady on the af­ter­noon of the day after that on which Mrs. X had opened her bank ac­count. He had taken the ring to Messrs. Lewes & Tot­ten­ham, who had made the sale in ques­tion, and they iden­ti­fied it as that sold to Mrs. X and paid for by a Mrs. Root’s cheque. Rob­son had paid £190 for it, while Messrs. Lewes & Tot­ten­ham had charged £225, so the lady had lost rather badly over the trans­ac­tion. She had taken her money in notes of small value, the num­bers of which had not been ob­served.

			The as­sist­ant at Rob­sons’ who had served Mrs. X could not re­call her ap­pear­ance; in fact, it was only when con­fron­ted with the re­cords of the pur­chase that he re­membered the mat­ter at all. But he was sat­is­fied the cli­ent was an Amer­ic­an lady, and he thought she was neither very old nor very young, nor in any way re­mark­able look­ing.

			In­spect­or French was de­lighted with his news. It proved to him bey­ond pos­sib­il­ity of doubt that his the­ory was cor­rect. The pur­chase of these jew­els was simply part of the plan to turn the stolen dia­monds in­to money in a form which could not be traced. Fur­ther, it showed that he had also been right in as­sum­ing the lady had not gone to France on the even­ing she drove to Vic­tor­ia; on the fol­low­ing day she was still in Lon­don.

			But so far as he could see, the dis­cov­ery brought him no near­er to find­ing the mys­ter­i­ous wo­man. The deal­er’s as­sist­ant could not de­scribe her, nor had she left any traces which could be fol­lowed up. In fact, here was an­oth­er prom­ising clue which bade fair to van­ish in smoke, and as he thought over the pos­sib­il­ity, some meas­ure of chag­rin began to dull the keen­ness of his de­light.

			Dur­ing the forenoon an­oth­er of the plain-clothes men struck oil, and by lunch time a third trans­ac­tion had come to light. Un­for­tu­nately, both of these cases was as un­pro­duct­ive as the ori­gin­al dis­cov­ery. None of the shop people could re­mem­ber who had sold the trinket. French went him­self to each shop, but his most per­sist­ent ef­forts failed to ex­tract any fur­ther in­form­a­tion.

			That night he left for Mür­ren. In due time he reached Berne, and chan­ging trains, trav­elled down past Spiez, un­der the great con­ic­al hill of Niesen, along the shores of the lake of Thun and in­to In­ter­laken. There he slept the night, and next morn­ing took the nar­row gauge line that led south in­to the heart of the gi­ants of the Bernese Ober­land. He felt over­powered by the tower­ing chain of moun­tains, the Mat­ter­horn, the Ei­ger, the Mönch, the Jung­frau, and as they wound their way up the nar­row val­ley he felt as if the over­whelm­ing masses were clos­ing down on him from either side. Reach­ing Lau­t­er­brunnen, he went up by the fu­nicu­lar to the Mür­ren plat­eau, and con­tin­ued his way by the elec­tric tram­way to the fam­ous re­sort. There, as he walked to the Bel­leg­arde, he gazed fas­cin­ated across the val­ley at the mighty but­tresses of the Jung­frau, one sum­mit of dazzling white suc­ceed­ing an­oth­er, up and up and up in­to the clear, thin blue of the sky. It took more to bring him to earth than a fel­low-trav­el­ler’s grat­i­fied sug­ges­tion that at last they would be able to get a de­cent drink after all that trav­el­ling through the snow. He and his new friend went to the bar of the Bel­leg­arde and had two of Scotch, and gradu­ally the ma­gic of the moun­tains faded, and the in­ter­view with Mrs. Root began to re­as­sume its former im­port­ance.

			An ex­am­in­a­tion of the re­gister re­vealed the name, Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root, Pitt­s­burg, U.S.A., same as at the Sa­voy, but here it was writ­ten in quite a dif­fer­ent hand. The real Mrs. Root this time, French thought, as he turned away from the of­fice.

			He de­cided to wait un­til after lunch be­fore tack­ling the lady, but he got the head waiter to point her out as she entered the res­taur­ant. She un­doubtedly answered the de­scrip­tion giv­en by the Amer­ic­an de­tect­ives as well as by Mr. Wil­li­ams, but on look­ing at her he re­cog­nized more than ever the vague and un­sat­is­fact­ory nature of that de­scrip­tion. It was one that would ap­ply to hun­dreds of wo­men.

			In the lounge after lunch he spoke to her. He apo­lo­gised for in­trud­ing, ex­plained who he was, and begged that she would give him an in­ter­view, and, if pos­sible, some in­form­a­tion.

			“Why cer­tainly,” she agreed. “We’ll go right to my sit­ting-room,” and French told him­self that from nowhere on earth save the United States of Amer­ica could that voice have come.

			“You are Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root?” he began, when they were settled in the private room of the best suite the hotel con­tained. “I should be glad if, be­fore we be­gin to talk, you would be good enough to let me see your pass­port. I shall ex­plain why later.”

			“I guess you’d bet­ter tell me first,” she re­turned, lean­ing back in her arm­chair and light­ing a ci­gar­ette.

			French smiled.

			“As you will, madam. The fact is that two ladies, each call­ing her­self Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root, of Pitt­s­burg, U.S.A., crossed by the Olympic to Southamp­ton. I have been sent from Scot­land Yard to find out which is the real one.”

			The lady looked in­cred­u­lous.

			“Say, now, what star­ted you on to that yarn? I crossed by the Olympic, but there was no one else of that name aboard.”

			“Nev­er­the­less a Mrs. Chaun­cey S. Root, who had just crossed by the Olympic, turned up at the Sa­voy Hotel on the day the ship reached Liv­er­pool, and put through a fraud on a man in Lon­don to the tune of £3,000. I know, madam, it was not you, but I have to get some proof of it that will con­vince my su­per­i­ors.”

			With little ejac­u­la­tions of in­terest and as­ton­ish­ment the lady arose, and un­lock­ing a des­patch case, took from it a book.

			“You can have that pass­port right now,” she de­clared. “You have in­ter­ested me quite a lot. Start right in and tell me the story.”

			French ex­amined the doc­u­ment, and as he did so his last doubt van­ished. The lady be­fore him was Mrs. Root. Mrs. X re­mained—Mrs. X.

			Ask­ing her to keep the story to her­self, he told her in con­sid­er­able de­tail all that he knew of Mr. Wil­li­ams’s mys­ter­i­ous vis­it­or, con­tinu­ing:

			“Now, Mrs. Root, you will see where I want your help. Someone has im­per­son­ated you, someone who more than prob­ably crossed with you from New York. I want you to think whom it might have been. Here’s a copy of the pas­sen­ger list. Please take your time, and go over the people you met on the trip. Elim­in­ate those you are sure of, and put a mark op­pos­ite the oth­ers. You fol­low what I mean?”

			“I fol­low you all right, but it isn’t as easy as you seem to think. I couldn’t re­mem­ber all the people I came across between New York and Lon­don.”

			“I sup­pose not. But, after all, the thing isn’t so big as that. Only a very few of the wo­men would fill the bill. First, she must be roughly of your height and your fig­ure—not very like, of course, but ap­prox­im­ately. You need not mind her col­our­ing, for she could make that up—ex­cept her eyes; her eyes are a light golden brown. Can you re­mem­ber any­one with eyes like that?”

			The lady shook her head, and French went on:

			“Then she must be a clev­er wo­man; clev­er and cour­ageous and de­term­ined, and some­thing of an act­ress also. She must be all those things to have car­ried such a deal off suc­cess­fully.”

			French paused to al­low his words to sink in, then con­tin­ued once more:

			“And she knows quite a lot about you. Not only has she ob­served your ap­pear­ance, but she would ob­vi­ously try to find out all she could about you, so that she might an­swer ques­tions she might be asked. Do none of these points bring any­one to your mind? Please, Mrs. Root, try to help me. If you can­not give me some ideas I may as well con­fess I don’t know where to turn next.”

			“Well, I’ll do what I can, but I don’t see any light so far.” She crossed the room and once more hunted through the des­patch case. “Here are some pic­tures I took with my kodak. Maybe they’ll sug­gest someone.”

			There were two dozen or more pho­to­graphs of groups of pas­sen­gers, taken on board the liner. Mrs. Root began with sys­tem­at­ic pre­ci­sion to go through them. As she poin­ted to each in­di­vidu­al she re­peated to the In­spect­or what she knew about her.

			“Mrs. Jelfs—guess she wouldn’t do—too fat. Miss—Miss—I just don’t re­call that young wo­man’s name. But she’s too tall any­way; half a head taller’n me. Next is Haidee Squance, daugh­ter of Old Man Squance of Con­sol­id­ated Oil. I’ve known her since I’ve known any­thing. Then this one is—say now, who is this one? I’ve got it; a little girl called Dinsmore: Ir­ish, I think. She’s no good either—eyes of the light­est blue I ever saw. Next is Mrs. Purce,” and so on for five-and-twenty minutes by the elec­tric clock on the man­tel­piece.

			French was highly de­lighted with the ef­fi­cient way in which his host­ess had tackled the job, but when all was said and done the res­ult was dis­ap­point­ingly small. Eight per­sons in the pho­to­graphs had been marked as pos­sibles, of whom Mrs. Root re­membered the names of five. Of these five, one, a Mrs. Ward, whom Mrs. Root had met for the first time on board, seemed the most likely for sev­er­al reas­ons. She was about Mrs. Root’s height, though stouter, had, Mrs. Root be­lieved, light brown eyes, and had been friendly, and, Mrs. Root now re­membered, just a trifle in­quis­it­ive. But she was ruled out by her na­tion­al­ity. That she really was Eng­lish, as she claimed, Mrs. Root had no doubt whatever. French showed her the cheques, but she could not re­call ever hav­ing seen the hand­writ­ing in which they were filled out.

			But she did give him one hint that he felt might prove valu­able. She said that the stew­ard­ess who had looked after her cab­in was a pe­cu­li­arly in­tel­li­gent and ob­ser­v­ant wo­man. Mrs. Root had been sur­prised on dif­fer­ent oc­ca­sions by the in­tim­ate know­ledge of her­self and her fel­low trav­el­lers which this stew­ard­ess ex­hib­ited. She did not ex­actly ac­cuse her of spy­ing, but she thought she would be more likely to an­swer French’s in­quir­ies than any­one else he could find. She did not re­mem­ber the wo­man’s name, but she was rather strik­ing-look­ing, with dark eyes, a young face, and per­fectly white hair, and he would have no dif­fi­culty in identi­fy­ing her.

			Mrs. Root was ex­tremely in­ter­ested in the whole af­fair, and begged the In­spect­or to keep her pos­ted as to de­vel­op­ments. This he prom­ised to do, as he took his leave.

			He had now more reas­on than ever for vis­it­ing Southamp­ton when the Olympic was next in, and he set out on the fol­low­ing morn­ing on his re­turn jour­ney, reach­ing Lon­don on the Tues­day af­ter­noon.

			At the Yard he found that three more of the trans­ac­tions of the mys­ter­i­ous lady had come to light, but un­for­tu­nately in each case without sup­ply­ing any clue which might lead to her iden­ti­fic­a­tion. These dis­cov­er­ies ac­coun­ted for some £1,200 worth of the jew­ellery Mrs. X had bought, and for this she had re­ceived £1,090, mak­ing a loss on the trans­ac­tion of only about nine per­cent.

			He took an early op­por­tun­ity of vis­it­ing Mr. Wil­li­ams, to ask him if he could identi­fy his mys­ter­i­ous caller in Mrs. Root’s group. But the moneylender was not il­lu­min­at­ive. He did not reply for some time, turn­ing the cards over as if un­cer­tain, but fi­nally he poin­ted to Mrs. Ward’s fig­ure.

			“That’s like the lady,” he said doubt­fully, “but I con­fess I am not sure of her. If it is she, it is an un­com­monly bad pho­to­graph.” He con­tin­ued star­ing at the pic­ture. “You know,” he went on slowly, “I’ve seen that wo­man be­fore; that wo­man that you say is Mrs. Ward. I’ve cer­tainly seen her some­where. It’s a curi­ous thing, but I had the same im­pres­sion when my vis­it­or called here with the dia­monds; I thought vaguely that I had seen her be­fore. But I wasn’t so sure as I am about this Mrs. Ward. Some­where, at some time, I’ve seen her. I wish to heav­en I could re­mem­ber where.”

			“I wish to heav­en you could,” French agreed in some­what ag­grieved tones. “It would make things a lot easi­er for me.”

			“If I can’t re­mem­ber to help find my £3,000, it’s not likely I shall be able to do it to ease your job,” the oth­er de­clared dryly. “I can’t place her. I’ve thought and thought, and it’s no good. Someone I’ve seen in a train or a res­taur­ant most likely. I don’t think it’s any­one I’ve ever met.”

			French next called at the Pic­ca­dilly branch of the Lon­don and Counties Bank, and saw Mr. Scar­lett and the clerk, Plenteous. Both these gen­tle­men hes­it­at­ingly se­lec­ted Mrs. Ward’s pho­to­graph as be­ing like that of their mys­ter­i­ous cli­ent, though neither be­lieved it was she. As in the case of Mr. Wil­li­ams, the man­ager thought the lady’s fea­tures were fa­mil­i­ar, though he was sure he had nev­er met her be­fore. With this, French had to be con­tent.

			He spent his af­ter­noon in driv­ing round the shops and agents with whom the elu­sive Mrs. X had dealt. Of the el­ev­en as­sist­ants who had served her, sev­en thought she was like Mrs. Ward, and four could not re­call her ap­pear­ance.

			All this testi­mony was very un­sat­is­fact­ory to French, but he thought the bal­ance of prob­ab­il­ity was in fa­vour of Mrs. Ward be­ing the wo­man he sought, and more hope­ful than he had been for some time, he trav­elled down to Southamp­ton on the Wed­nes­day even­ing, so as to be there for the ar­rival of the Olympic on the fol­low­ing day.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				The Elu­sive Mrs. X

			
			In­spect­or French put up at a small hotel near the town sta­tion, and next morn­ing was early at the White Star of­fices. There he learned that the Olympic was even at that mo­ment com­ing in, and he went down to the quays and watched the berth­ing of the mon­ster ves­sel. It was an im­press­ive ex­per­i­ence to see her creep up to her place, man­oeuvre in­to po­s­i­tion, and make fast. Then from her gang­ways began to stream the trav­el­lers who, for the bet­ter part of a week, had jour­neyed aboard her. Some were hur­ry­ing, already in­tent on busi­ness or anxious to catch trains, oth­ers leis­urely await­ing tax­is and mo­tor­cars, some smil­ingly greet­ing friends or wav­ing farewells to voy­age ac­quaint­ances, all drift­ing gradu­ally away, their places taken by oth­ers—and still oth­ers. … French began to think the ex­odus would nev­er cease, but at last the crowd di­min­ished, and he pushed his way on board and began a search for the purs­er. Ur­gent work in con­nec­tion with the ar­rival pre­ven­ted that busy of­fi­cial from at­tend­ing to him at once, but he sent a stew­ard to show French to his cab­in, and presently joined him there.

			“Sorry for keep­ing you wait­ing, In­spect­or,” he apo­lo­gised. “You want some in­form­a­tion about our home trip in late Novem­ber?”

			“Yes,” French answered, and he ex­plained his busi­ness and pro­duced Mrs. Root’s marked pho­to­graphs, con­clud­ing, “I want to find out the names and ad­dresses of these eight wo­men, and as much in­form­a­tion as pos­sible about them.”

			“I’m afraid I could scarcely give you that,” the purs­er answered. “The re­cords of each trip go ashore at the end of the trip, and I have only those of this present run. But some of the staff might re­mem­ber the names of the ladies, and if so, you could get their ad­dresses at the of­fice ashore.”

			“That would do ex­cel­lently. I have a copy of the pas­sen­ger list here, if it would be of any use.”

			“Yes, it would be a re­mind­er. Let me see now if I can help you my­self, and if not, I think I can put you in the way of get­ting to know.” He began to scru­tin­ise the pho­to­graphs.

			“That’s Mrs. Root,” French in­dic­ated, mov­ing round and look­ing over the oth­er’s shoulder. “She gave me the names of five, but I should like to check her re­col­lec­tion. The oth­er three she couldn’t re­mem­ber.”

			The purs­er nod­ded as he turned the pic­tures over. “That’s a Mrs. For­bes,” he poin­ted, “and I rather think that is a Miss Grayson or Graves or some name like that. I re­mem­ber most of these oth­er faces, but not the people’s names.”

			“Mrs. For­bes and Miss Grayson are cor­rect ac­cord­ing to Mrs. Root.”

			The purs­er laid down the pho­to­graphs with the air of quiet de­cision which seemed char­ac­ter­ist­ic.

			“I’m afraid that’s my lim­it.” He touched a bell. “Ask Mrs. Hope to come here,” he ordered, con­tinu­ing to French, “Mrs. Hope is the chief stew­ard­ess. You can go round with her, and I ex­pect she’ll get you what you want all right.”

			Mrs. Hope was an ef­fi­cient-look­ing wo­man, who quickly grasped what was re­quired of her. She asked French to ac­com­pany her to her sanc­tum, and there looked over the pho­to­graphs. She was her­self able to identi­fy six of the por­traits, and on call­ing on some of her un­der­lings, the names of the re­main­ing two were speedily forth­com­ing.

			French was glad to find that Mrs. Root’s re­col­lec­tion of the names of her fel­low trav­el­lers had been cor­rect as far as it had gone, and as he left the great ves­sel he de­voutly hoped that she might have been cor­rect also in her be­lief that Mrs. X was among the eight wo­men she had in­dic­ated. If so, he was well on his way to identi­fy that elu­sive lady.

			He re­turned to the White Star of­fice and ex­plained that he wanted to know the Chris­ti­an names, ad­dresses, and oth­er avail­able par­tic­u­lars of the eight wo­men whose names were marked on the pas­sen­ger list which he handed in, as well as to see a spe­ci­men of the hand­writ­ing of each.

			He real­ised that the only con­clus­ive test was the hand­writ­ing. If one of the eight wo­men wrote the hand of the Mrs. X cheques, he had reached his goal. If not, he de­term­ined to go through the de­clar­a­tions of every wo­man who had crossed on the trip in ques­tion in the hope of find­ing what he sought.

			The clerk who had been in­struc­ted to at­tend to him brought out a mass of pa­pers. “I won­der,” he said apo­lo­get­ic­ally, “if you would mind look­ing through these your­self? It is our busy day, and I’ve an aw­ful lot to get through. You see, it’s quite simple. These are the em­bark­a­tion de­clar­a­tions for the trip, and you can turn up any­one you want quite eas­ily. They are ar­ranged in al­pha­bet­ic­al or­der in the dif­fer­ent classes. They’ll give you what you want to know straight off.”

			“Right you are,” French de­clared, de­lighted thus to get a free hand. “Don’t you both­er about me. I’ll peg away, and come and ask you if I get in­to trouble.”

			He “pegged away,” look­ing up the de­clar­a­tion of each of the eight wo­men, not­ing the name, ad­dress, na­tion­al­ity, and oth­er par­tic­u­lars, and then com­par­ing the hand­writ­ing with the sig­na­tures on the Mrs. X cheques.

			He was not a hand­writ­ing ex­pert, but he knew enough about the sci­ence to re­cog­nise the char­ac­ter­ist­ics which re­main un­changed when the writ­ing is dis­guised. He was, there­fore, very pa­tient and thor­ough in his search, nev­er passing a sig­na­ture be­cause it looked un­like the mod­el at first sight, but test­ing each by the rules he had learned, and sat­is­fy­ing him­self that it really had been writ­ten by a dif­fer­ent hand.

			He went on without in­cid­ent un­til he reached the eighth name on his list. But when he turned to the de­clar­a­tion of Mrs. Ward, the lady whom Mrs. Root had thought the most likely of the lot, he gave a sud­den little chuckle of de­light. There was the hand of the cheques, the same hand un­ques­tion­ably, and writ­ten without any at­tempt at dis­guise! There it was! Mrs. Eliza­beth Ward, aged 39, Brit­ish sub­ject, etc., etc., of Oak­lands, Thirsk Road, York. He had reached his goal!

			But im­me­di­ately he was as­sailed by mis­giv­ings, Mrs. Root had thought of Mrs. Ward, but had ruled her out be­cause of her na­tion­al­ity. Mrs. Ward, she had said, was Eng­lish, while all the people who had seen Mrs. X, sev­en­teen or eight­een per­sons at least, had agreed she was an Amer­ic­an. He would have as­sumed that Mrs. Root had made a mis­take, but for the fact that the de­clar­a­tion said Eng­lish also. French was puzzled, and he de­cided that he would go back to the ship and as­cer­tain the views of the staff on the point.

			But they all sup­por­ted Mrs. Root. Mrs. Ward was Eng­lish; un­doubtedly and un­ques­tion­ably Eng­lish. The stew­ards and the stew­ard­esses had some ex­per­i­ence on the point, and they guessed they knew. Also he came across the doc­tor, who, it ap­peared, had spoken on sev­er­al oc­ca­sions to Mrs. Ward, and he was equally pos­it­ive.

			It chanced that as he was leav­ing the ship he en­countered the wo­man to whom Mrs. Root had ad­vised him to ap­ply, the strik­ing-look­ing stew­ard­ess with dark eyes and white hair, and he stopped and spoke to her.

			Un­for­tu­nately, she could not tell him very much. She re­membered Mrs. Ward, both by name and ap­pear­ance, though she had not at­ten­ded to her. But it chanced, nev­er­the­less, that her at­ten­tion had been spe­cially dir­ec­ted to her be­cause of a cer­tain in­cid­ent which had taken place to­wards the end of the voy­age. Passing down the cor­ridor while lunch was be­ing served, she had seen the door of one of the cab­ins in her own charge, open slightly, and a lady ap­pear and glance quickly round, as if to see if she was un­ob­served. The cab­in was oc­cu­pied by a Mrs. Root, an Amer­ic­an, but the lady was this Mrs. Ward. Some­thing stealthy and furt­ive in her ap­pear­ance had ex­cited the stew­ard­ess’s sus­pi­cion, and she had drawn back in­to an­oth­er cab­in to await de­vel­op­ments. Mrs. Ward, evid­ently sat­is­fied that she was un­noticed, had turned to the din­ing sa­loon, and taken her place. The stew­ard­ess had kept her eye on her, and after the meal she had seen her go up to Mrs. Root and speak to her, as if re­port­ing the res­ult of her mis­sion. This ac­tion had lulled the stew­ard­ess’s sus­pi­cion, but she had re­turned to Mrs. Root’s cab­in and had had a look round to see if any­thing had been dis­turbed. So far as she could see, noth­ing had, nor had Mrs. Root made any com­plaint about her things hav­ing been in­terfered with.

			If fur­ther con­firm­a­tion of his sus­pi­cions were needed, French felt that this epis­ode sup­plied it. Doubt­less Mrs. Ward was amass­ing in­form­a­tion as to the oth­er’s clothes and be­long­ings to as­sist her in her im­per­son­a­tion. Per­haps also she was pho­to­graph­ing en­vel­opes or oth­er doc­u­ments of which to pre­pare for­ger­ies in case of need.

			There still re­mained the dif­fi­culty of her na­tion­al­ity. Ob­vi­ously it is easy to mim­ic the ac­cent and man­ner of a for­eign­er, but French found it hard to be­lieve that such mim­icry could be so per­fect as to de­ceive a large num­ber of per­sons, many of whom were ex­perts on that par­tic­u­lar point. This, how­ever, was only a small part of the gen­er­al prob­lem, and did not af­fect his next busi­ness, to find Mrs. Eliza­beth Ward, Thirsk Road, York.

			He went ashore, and, turn­ing in­to a tele­graph of­fice, sent a wire to the chief of po­lice at York, ask­ing him if a lady of that name lived at the ad­dress in ques­tion and, if so, to wire was she at home.

			His next busi­ness was at po­lice headquar­ters, and thith­er he was dir­ect­ing his steps when a thought struck him, and he turned aside to the sheds in which the transat­lantic lug­gage is ex­amined. Sev­er­al of the cus­toms of­ficers were still there, and he went up and spoke to one of them.

			“Now,” the young fel­low answered in sur­prise, “it’s a darned queer thing that you came to me about that. Quite a co­in­cid­ence, that is. I know the man who went through those trunks. He told me about it at the time. It seemed a darned silly thing that any­one should want to bring trunks of blankets from Amer­ica. If you come along I’ll find him for you. And so the lady’s wanted, is she? Say, Jack!” he called a col­league, an­oth­er clean, ef­fi­cient young fel­low of the same type, “here’s someone wants you. He wants to know about those trunks of blankets you were telling me about two or three trips of the Olympic back. A darned queer co­in­cid­ence that he should come to me about them. That’s what I call it!”

			“Yes, you’ve made a lucky shot, haven’t you?” the second man said to French. “I re­mem­ber the trunks and the lady they be­longed to, be­cause I couldn’t un­der­stand why any­one should want to bring trunks of blankets across the At­lantic. I’ve nev­er known any­one do it be­fore.”

			“You didn’t make any re­mark about them,” French asked.

			“No, but she did. She said she reckoned I hadn’t of­ten seen trunks of blankets brought over from Amer­ica. You see, I was a bit sus­pi­cious at first, and was ex­amin­ing the things pretty care­fully. I said that was so, and she said she was tak­ing back a small but valu­able col­lec­tion of por­cel­ain or­na­ments, which she would pack in the blankets, and that when she had to bring the trunks any­way, she thought she might as well bring the pack­ing as well and so save buy­ing new. I thought the whole busi­ness a bit off, but there was noth­ing du­ti­able in the case, and it wasn’t my job to in­ter­fere. Is there any­thing wrong about it?”

			“I don’t know,” French told him. “I think the wo­man was a crook, but I’m not on to the blanket stunt yet. By the way, is she in one of those groups?”

			The young man iden­ti­fied Mrs. Ward without hes­it­a­tion, and French, find­ing he had learned all that the cus­toms men could tell him, re­sumed his way to the po­lice sta­tion.

			He wondered what this blanket busi­ness really did mean. Then as he walked slowly along with head bent for­ward and eyes va­cantly scan­ning the pave­ment, a pos­sible ex­plan­a­tion oc­curred to him. These trunks, ap­par­ently, were re­quired solely as prop­er­ties to as­sist in the fraud. Mrs. Root, the wife of a Pitt­s­burg mag­nate, would scarcely ar­rive at the Sa­voy from Amer­ica without Amer­ic­an trunks. But when Mrs. Root came to dis­ap­pear, the trunks would be­come an em­bar­rass­ment. They would have to be got rid of, and, as a mat­ter of fact, they were got rid of. They must there­fore con­tain noth­ing of the lady’s, no per­son­al pos­ses­sion which might act as a clue to its own­er. But they must con­tain some­thing. Empty trunks would be too light, and might be ob­served by the cham­ber­maid, and com­ments might be oc­ca­sioned among the hotel staff which might reach the man­age­ment, and which would be­come im­port­ant if Mr. Wil­li­ams rang up to make his in­quir­ies. But blankets would ex­actly fill the bill; in­deed, French could think of noth­ing more suit­able for the pur­pose. They would give the trunks a mod­er­ate weight, they would not sup­ply a clue to Mrs. Ward, and they would be cheap, while their pres­ence could be ac­coun­ted for suf­fi­ciently reas­on­ably to the cus­toms of­ficers. Yes, French thought, it was a prob­able enough ex­plan­a­tion.

			Ar­rived at the po­lice sta­tion, he sent in his name with a re­quest to see the of­ficer in charge.

			Su­per­in­tend­ent Hayes had been sta­tioned in Lon­don be­fore he got his present ap­point­ment, and had come across French on more than one oc­ca­sion. He there­fore greeted the In­spect­or cor­di­ally, found him a com­fort­able chair, and sup­plied him with an ex­cel­lent ci­gar.

			“From Trin­id­ad,” he ex­plained. “I get them dir­ect from a man I know out there. And what’s the best news of you?”

			They dis­cussed old times for some minutes, then French turned to the busi­ness in hand.

			“It’s an in­ter­est­ing case,” he said as he gave the oth­er the de­tails, con­tinu­ing, “The wo­man must be a pretty cool hand. She could eas­ily in­vent that tale about los­ing her pass­port, for old Wil­li­ams’s edi­fic­a­tion, but un­der the cir­cum­stances her com­ing to you about it was a bit class.”

			“She had a nerve, yes,” the Su­per­in­tend­ent ad­mit­ted. “But, you see, it was ne­ces­sary. She must have known that the ab­sence of the pass­port would strike Wil­li­ams as sus­pi­cious, and it was ne­ces­sary for her to re­move that sus­pi­cion. She couldn’t very well get a bag of that kind stolen without in­form­ing the po­lice, so she had to in­form them. She would see how eas­ily Wil­li­ams could check her state­ment, as in­deed he did. No, I don’t see how she could have avoided com­ing to us. It was an ob­vi­ous pre­cau­tion.”

			“I quite agree with all you say,” French re­turned, “but it ar­gues a cool cus­tom­er for all that; not only, so to speak, put­ting her head in­to the li­on’s mouth, but at the same time call­ing his at­ten­tion to it’s be­ing there. Any­way, I’ve got to find her, and I wish you’d let me have de­tails about her. I’ve got some from the Olympic people, but I want to pick up everything I can.”

			The Su­per­in­tend­ent tele­phoned to someone to “send up Ser­geant McAfee,” and when a tall, ca­da­ver­ous man entered, he in­tro­duced him as the man who had dealt with the busi­ness in ques­tion.

			“Ser­geant McAfee has just been trans­ferred to us from Liv­er­pool,” he ex­plained. “Sit down, McAfee. In­spect­or French wants to know some de­tails about that wo­man who lost her hand­bag com­ing off the Olympic some sev­en weeks ago. I think you handled the thing. Do you re­mem­ber a Mrs. Root of Pitt­s­burg?”

			“I mind her rightly, sir,” the man answered in what French be­lieved was a Bel­fast ac­cent. “But it wasn’t com­ing off the Olympic she lost it. It was later on that same day, though it was on the quays right enough.”

			“Tell us all you can about it.”

			The Ser­geant pulled out his note­book. “I have it in me oth­er book,” he an­nounced. “If ye’ll ex­cuse me, I’ll get it.”

			In a mo­ment he re­turned, sat down, and turn­ing over the dog’s-eared pages of a well-worn book, began as if re­cit­ing evid­ence in court:

			“On the 24th Novem­ber last at about 3:00 p.m., I was passing through the crowd on the out­er quays when I heard a wo­man cry out. ‘Thief, thief,’ she shouted, and she ran up and caught me by the arm. She was mid­dling tall and thin­nish, her face pale and her hair dark. She spoke in an Amer­ic­an voice, and seemed up­set or ex­cited. She said to me, breath­less like, ‘Say, of­ficer,’ she said, ‘I’ve just had my des­patch case stolen.’ I asked her where, and how, and what was in it. She said right there where we were stand­ing, and not three seconds be­fore. She was car­ry­ing it in her hand, and it was snatched out of it. She turned round and saw a man juke away in the crowd. She shouted and made after him, but he was away be­fore she could get near. I asked her what the case was like, and she said a small square brown mo­rocco leath­er one with gold fit­tings. I went and told the two men on duty close by, and we kept a watch on the exits, but we nev­er saw a sign of it.” Ser­geant McAfee shook his head gloomily as he con­cluded. “She hadn’t any call to be car­ry­ing a gold fit­ted case in that crowd any­way.”

			“That’s a fact, Ser­geant,” the Su­per­in­tend­ent agreed. “And you nev­er came on any trace of it?”

			“No, sir. I brought her up to the sta­tion, and took her name and all par­tic­u­lars. There’s the re­port.” He un­fol­ded a pa­per and laid it on the Su­per­in­tend­ent’s desk.

			In the doc­u­ment was a de­tailed de­scrip­tion of the lady, of the al­leged des­patch case and its con­tents, and of the means that had been taken to try to trace it. The pawn­brokers had been ad­vised and a spe­cial watch kept on fences and oth­er usu­al chan­nels for the dis­pos­al of stolen goods.

			When French had di­ges­ted these par­tic­u­lars, he brought out once more his pho­to­graphs and handed them to the Ser­geant.

			“Look at those, Ser­geant, and tell me if you see the wo­man among them.”

			Slowly the Ser­geant turned them over, gaz­ing at them in pre­cisely the same puzzled way as had done Mr. Wil­li­ams, Mr. Scar­lett, and the oth­er Lon­don men to whom they had been shown. And with the same doubt and hes­it­a­tion he presently fixed on Mrs. Ward.

			“That would have to be her,” he de­clared slowly, “that is, if she’s there at all. It isn’t a good like­ness, but I be­lieve it’s her all the same.”

			“You wouldn’t swear to her?”

			“I’d hardly. But I be­lieve it’s her for all that.”

			French nod­ded. The Ser­geant’s state­ment, agree­ing as it did with those of Messrs. Wil­li­ams, Scar­lett and Co., seemed cap­able of but one ex­plan­a­tion. Mrs. X was Mrs. Ward all right, but be­fore meet­ing these men she had made her­self up to im­per­son­ate Mrs. Root. They saw a like­ness to Mrs. Ward be­cause it really was she, but they were doubt­ful be­cause she was dis­guised.

			The In­spect­or leaned for­ward and tapped the pho­to­graph.

			“Put it this way, Ser­geant,” he sug­ges­ted. “Here is a pic­ture of the lady as she really is. When you saw her she was made up to look like an­oth­er wo­man. How’s that, do you think?”

			In Ser­geant McAfee’s lacklustre eye there shone a sud­den gleam. “That’s just what it is, sir,” he answered with an ap­proach to some­thing al­most like in­terest in his man­ner. “That’s it and no mis­take. She’s like the pho­to­graph by her fea­tures, but not by her makeup.” He nod­ded his head sev­er­al times in ap­pre­ci­ation.

			“Very good.” In­spect­or French in­vari­ably liked as many strings to his bow as he could get. “Now I want some hint from you that will help me trace her.”

			But this was just what Ser­geant McAfee could not sup­ply. The wo­man had giv­en two ad­dresses, the Sa­voy in Lon­don and Mrs. Root’s home in Pitt­s­burg. There was no help in either, and no oth­er in­form­a­tion was forth­com­ing.

			He lunched with his friend the Su­per­in­tend­ent, af­ter­wards with­draw­ing to the lounge of his hotel to have a quiet smoke and to think things over.

			While he sat there, a page ap­peared with a tele­gram. It was a reply from the po­lice at York and read:

			
				“Your wire. No one of that name or ad­dress known.”

			

			French swore dis­gustedly. He had, of course, real­ised that the name might be false, but yet he had hoped against hope that he might really have reached the end of at least this por­tion of his quest. But here he was, as far from the truth as ever! He would now have to make a fresh start to trace this elu­sive lady—he used an­oth­er ad­ject­ive in his mind—and he couldn’t see that he was any bet­ter equipped for the search now than when he had star­ted out from Mr. Wil­li­ams’s of­fice. It was a con­foun­dedly ex­as­per­at­ing case—just brist­ling with prom­ising clues which one after an­oth­er petered out as he came to fol­low them up. Be­ing on it was like try­ing to cross a stream on step­ping-stones which in­vari­ably gave way when he came to place his weight on them. It was an an­noy­ing thought also that that would scarcely be the view his chief would take of the mat­ter. The chief had not been over-com­pli­ment­ary already in his com­ments on his hand­ling of the case, and French felt that he would view this new check in any­thing but a sym­path­et­ic spir­it.

			How­ever, grous­ing about it wouldn’t lead any­where, and with an ef­fort he switched his thoughts back to his prob­lem. As he thought it over a fur­ther point oc­curred to him.

			Since his first vis­it to the Sa­voy he had wondered why the lady had turned up there so much later than the oth­er pas­sen­gers from the Olympic, and now he saw the reas­on. The epis­ode of the hand­bag had taken place some four hours after the ves­sel’s ar­rival, long after the spe­cial boat train had left. Mrs. X—for she was still Mrs. X—must there­fore have trav­elled up by an af­ter­noon train, prob­ably the 5:26 or 6:22 p.m. from the West Sta­tion, which got in 6:58 and 8:20 re­spect­ively. Now, why this delay? What had she done dur­ing these four hours?

			The an­swer was not far to seek. Was it not to give her time and op­por­tun­ity to as­sume her dis­guise? He felt it must be so.

			The lady was her nat­ur­al self—oth­er than in name—on board the Olympic, and hav­ing no op­por­tun­ity to al­ter her ap­pear­ance, she had passed through the cus­toms in the same char­ac­ter. Hence the ship’s staff and the cus­toms of­ficer had in­stantly re­cog­nised her pho­to­graph. But it was ob­vi­ous that her im­per­son­a­tion of Mrs. Root must be­gin be­fore she in­ter­viewed the Southamp­ton po­lice, and that ac­coun­ted for the hes­it­a­tion of Ser­geant McAfee and the people in Lon­don in identi­fy­ing her. She had there­fore made her­self up between passing through the cus­toms at, say, el­ev­en o’clock, and call­ing on the Ser­geant at three. Where was she dur­ing those four hours?

			He put him­self in her place. Con­fron­ted with her prob­lem, what would he have done?

			Gone to a hotel, un­ques­tion­ably. Taken a room in which to as­sume the dis­guise. Had Mrs. X en­gaged a bed­room in one of the Southamp­ton ho­tels for that af­ter­noon?

			As he thought over the thing, fur­ther prob­ab­il­it­ies oc­curred to him. The lady would go up to her bed­room as one per­son and come down as an­oth­er. There­fore, surely, the lar­ger the hotel, the less chance of the trans­form­a­tion be­ing ob­served. One of a crowd, she would go to the re­cep­tion of­fice and en­gage a room for a few hours’ rest, and pay for it then and there. Then, hav­ing ac­com­plished the makeup, she would slip out, un­ob­served in the stream of pass­ersby. Yes, French felt sure he was on the right track, and, with a fresh ac­ces­sion of en­ergy, he jumped to his feet, knocked out his pipe, and left the build­ing.

			He called first at the South West­ern and made his in­quir­ies. But here he drew blank. At the Dol­phin he had no bet­ter luck, but at the Poly­gon he found what he wanted. After ex­amin­ing the re­cords, the re­cep­tion clerk there was able to re­call the trans­ac­tion. About mid­day an Amer­ic­an lady had come in, and say­ing she wanted a few hours’ rest be­fore catch­ing the 5:26 to Lon­don, had en­gaged a bed­room on a quiet floor un­til that hour. She had re­gistered, and French, on look­ing up the book, was de­lighted to find once more the hand­writ­ing of the lady of the cheques. It was true that on this oc­ca­sion she figured as Mrs. Silas R. Clamm, of Hill Drive, Bo­ston, Mass.; but know­ing what he knew of her habits, French would have been sur­prised to have found a name he had seen be­fore.

			At first he was de­lighted at so strik­ing a con­firm­a­tion of his the­ory, but as he pur­sued his in­quir­ies his sat­is­fac­tion van­ished, and once more de­pres­sion and ex­as­per­a­tion swept over him. For the re­cep­tion clerk could not re­mem­ber any­thing more than the mere fact of the let­ting of the room, and no one else in the build­ing re­membered the wo­man at all. With his usu­al per­tinacity, he ques­tioned all who might have come in con­tact with her, but from none of them did he re­ceive the slight­est help. That Mrs. X had made her­self up at the hotel for her im­per­son­a­tion stunt was clear, but un­for­tu­nately it was equally clear that she had van­ished from the build­ing without leav­ing any trace.

			The worst of the whole busi­ness was that he didn’t see what more he could do. The spe­cial clues upon which he had been build­ing had failed him, and he felt there was now noth­ing for it but to fall back on the gen­er­al one of the pho­to­graphs. One of the por­traits was ex­cel­lently clear as to de­tails, and he de­cided he would have an en­large­ment made of Mrs. X, and cir­cu­late it among the po­lice in the hope that some mem­ber at some time might re­cog­nise the lady. Not a very hope­ful meth­od cer­tainly, but all he had left.

			He took an even­ing train from the West Sta­tion, and a couple of hours af­ter­wards reached his home, a thor­oughly tired and dis­gruntled man.

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				Mrs. French Takes a No­tion

			
			By the time In­spect­or French had fin­ished sup­per and lit up a pipe of the spe­cial mix­ture he af­fected, he felt in con­sid­er­ably bet­ter form. He de­term­ined that in­stead of go­ing early to bed, as he had in­ten­ded while in the train, he would try to in­duce the long-suf­fer­ing Mrs. French to listen to a state­ment of his prob­lem, in the hope that light there­on would be vouch­safed to her, in which in due course he would par­ti­cip­ate.

			Ac­cord­ingly, when she had fin­ished with the sup­per things he begged her to come and share his dif­fi­culties, and when she had taken her place in her ac­cus­tomed arm­chair and had com­menced her pla­cid knit­ting, he took up the tale of his woes.

			Slowly and in the fullest de­tail he told her all he had done from the time he was sent to Messrs. Wil­li­ams & Dav­ies, when he first heard of the mys­ter­i­ous Mrs. X, up to his series of vis­its of that day, con­clud­ing by ex­press­ing his be­lief that Mrs. X and Mrs. Ward were one and the same per­son, and ex­plain­ing the dif­fi­culty he found him­self up against in tra­cing her. She heard him without com­ment, and when he had fin­ished asked what he pro­posed to do next.

			“Why, that’s just it,” he ex­claimed a trifle im­pa­tiently. “That’s the whole thing. If I was clear about that there would be no dif­fi­culty. What would you ad­vise?”

			She shook her head, and bend­ing for­ward seemed to con­cen­trate her whole at­ten­tion on her knit­ting. This, French knew, did not in­dic­ate lack of in­terest in his story. It was just her way. He there­fore waited more or less hope­fully, and when after a few minutes she began to ques­tion him, his hopes were strengthened.

			“You say that Mrs. Root and those steam­er people thought the wo­man was Eng­lish?”

			“That’s so.”

			“There were quite a lot of them thought she was Eng­lish?”

			“Why, yes,” French agreed. “There was Mrs. Root and the doc­tor and the purs­er and her din­ner stew­ard and at least four stew­ard­esses. They were all quite sat­is­fied. And the oth­er pas­sen­gers and at­tend­ants must have been sat­is­fied too, or the thing would have been talked about. But I don’t see ex­actly what you’re get­ting at.”

			Mrs. French was not to be turned aside from her cat­ech­ism.

			“Well, do you think she was Eng­lish?” she per­sisted.

			French hes­it­ated. Did he? He really was not sure. The evid­ence seemed strong, and yet it was just as strong, or stronger, for her be­ing an Amer­ic­an. Mr. Wil­li­ams, for ex­ample, was—

			“You don’t know,” Mrs. French broke in. “Well, now, see here. Mr. Wil­li­ams said she was Amer­ic­an?”

			“That’s it,” her hus­band re­joined. “He said—”

			“And that bank man­ager and his clerk, they thought she was Amer­ic­an?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“And the shops she bought and sold the jew­ellery at, and the Sa­voy, and the Southamp­ton po­lice, they all thought she was Amer­ic­an?”

			“Yes, but we don’t—”

			“Well, that ought surely to give you some­thing.”

			“That they were sis­ters? I thought of that, but the hand­writ­ing shows that they wer­en’t.”

			“Of course I don’t mean sis­ters. Think again.”

			French sat up sharply.

			“What do you mean, Emily? I don’t fol­low what you’re after.”

			His wife ig­nored the in­ter­rup­tion.

			“And there’s an­oth­er thing you might have thought of,” she con­tin­ued. “That Wil­li­ams man thought he had seen the wo­man be­fore. What age is he?”

			French was be­com­ing ut­terly puzzled.

			“What age?” he re­peated help­lessly. “I don’t know. About sixty, I should think.”

			“Just so,” said his wife. “And that oth­er man, that Scar­lett, he thought he had seen her be­fore. What age is he?”

			The In­spect­or moved nervously.

			“Really, Emily,” he pro­tested, “I wish you’d ex­plain what you’re get­ting at. I don’t take your mean­ing in the least.”

			“You would if you’d use your head,” his wife snapped. “What age is that Scar­lett?”

			“About the same as the oth­er—fifty-five or sixty. But what has that got to do—”

			“But the young fel­low, that bank clerk; he didn’t re­mem­ber her?”

			“No, but—”

			“Well, there you are—silly! What would a wo­man be who could make up like an­oth­er wo­man, and put on an Eng­lish or Amer­ic­an talk, and be re­membered by old Lon­don­ers? Why, a child could guess that, Wat­son!”

			When Mrs. French called her hus­band by the name of the com­pan­ion of the great Holmes, it sig­ni­fied two things, first, that she was in what he al­ways re­ferred to as “a good twist,” and secondly, that she felt pleas­antly su­per­i­or, hav­ing seen some­thing—or think­ing she had—which he had missed. He was there­fore al­ways de­lighted when a con­ver­sa­tion reached this stage, be­liev­ing that some­thing help­ful was about to ma­ter­i­al­ise.

			But on this oc­ca­sion he grasped her mean­ing as soon as she had spoken. Of course! How in all the earthly world had he missed the point? The wo­man was an act­ress; a former Lon­don act­ress! That would ex­plain the whole thing. And if so, he would soon find her. Act­ors’ club sec­ret­ar­ies and at­tend­ants, the­at­ric­al agents, stage door­keep­ers, the ed­it­ors of so­ci­ety pa­pers—scores of people would have known her, and he would have an easy task to learn her name and her his­tory.

			He jumped up and kissed his wife. “By Jove, Emily! You’re a fair won­der,” he cried warmly, and she, still pla­cidly knit­ting, un­suc­cess­fully at­temp­ted to hide the af­fec­tion and ad­mir­a­tion she felt for him by a trite re­mark anent the folly of an old fool.

			Next morn­ing, French, with a new and thor­oughly sat­is­fact­ory pro­gramme be­fore him, sal­lied forth at quite the top of his form. He had made a list of the­at­ric­al agen­cies at which he in­ten­ded first to ap­ply, after which, if luck had up to then eluded him, he would go round the theatres and have a word with the stage door keep­ers, fi­nally ap­ply­ing to the older act­or-man­agers and pro­du­cers and any­one else from whom he thought he might gain in­form­a­tion.

			But his quest turned out to be even sim­pler than he had dared to hope. The su­per­i­or young ladies of the first three agen­cies at which he called shook their pretty heads over the pho­to­graph and could throw no light on his prob­lem. But at the fourth, the girl made a sug­ges­tion at which French leaped.

			“No,” she said, “I don’t know any­one like that, but if she’s left the stage some time I wouldn’t; I’ve only been here about two years. And I don’t know any­one who could help you; this place has not been open very long. But I’ll tell you,” she went on, bright­en­ing up. “Mr. Rohmer is in­side. If any­one in Lon­don would know, he should. If you catch him com­ing out you could ask him.”

			Mr. Hor­ace Rohmer! The prince of pro­du­cers! French knew his name well, though he had nev­er met him. He thanked the girl and sat down to wait.

			Presently she called to him, “He’s just go­ing,” and French, step­ping for­ward, saw a short, stout, rather Jew­ish-look­ing gen­tle­man mov­ing to the stairs. He hastened after him, and, in­tro­du­cing him­self, pro­duced his pho­to­graph and asked his ques­tion.

			The fam­ous pro­du­cer glanced at the card and smiled.

			“Oh, Lor’ yes,” he an­nounced, “I know her. But these people wouldn’t.” He in­dic­ated the agency and its per­son­nel with a back­ward nod. “She was be­fore their time. Why, that’s the great Cis­sie Winter; at least, she had the mak­ings of be­ing great at one time. She was first lady in Pan­ton’s com­pany a dozen years ago or more. I re­mem­ber her in Oh, Johnny!, The Duch­ess, The Of­fice Girl, and that lot—good enough plays in their day, but out of date now. I hope she’s not in trouble?”

			“It’s a mat­ter of stolen dia­monds,” French answered, “but I’m not sug­gest­ing she is guilty. We want some ex­plan­a­tions, that’s all.”

			“I should be sorry to hear there was any­thing wrong,” Mr. Rohmer de­clared. “I thought a lot of her at one time, though she did go off and make a muck of things.”

			“How was that, sir?”

			“Some man. Went off to live with some man, a mar­ried man, and well on to be­ing eld­erly. At least, that was the story at the time. I’m not straight­laced, and I shouldn’t have minded that if she had only kept up her stage work. But she didn’t. She just dropped out of sight. And she might have ris­en to any­thing. A prom­ising young wo­man lost. Sick­en­ing, I call it.”

			“I sup­pose you could give me no hint as to how I might trace her?”

			The pro­du­cer shrugged his shoulders.

			“Not the slight­est, I’m afraid. I didn’t even know that she was alive.”

			“What theatres did she play in?”

			“Sev­er­al, but it was in the Com­edy she did her best work.”

			“I’ll try there.”

			“You can try, but don’t build too much on it. The­at­ric­al staffs change quickly and have short memor­ies. If you’ve no luck there you should go to Jacques—you know, Richard Jacques the pro­du­cer. If my memory serves me, he put out those plays I men­tioned. If not, he can tell you who did.”

			French was over­joyed. This was in­deed a stroke of luck. He had proved his the­ory—he was already be­gin­ning to over­look the part his wife had played in it—he had done a neat piece of de­duc­tion, and it had been jus­ti­fied. He had now ob­tained in­form­a­tion which must lead him in­fal­libly to his goal. His next busi­ness must be at the Com­edy, where, if his luck held, he might ob­tain in­form­a­tion which would put him straight on the wo­man’s track.

			As he turned away from the agency, French felt a touch on his shoulder. It was Mr. Duke, and the old gen­tle­man greeted him warmly and asked of his pro­gress.

			“I’m just go­ing in here for some cof­fee,” he went on, in­dic­at­ing the some­what old-fash­ioned and re­tir­ing res­taur­ant be­fore which they stood. “Come and have a cup with me. It’s ages since I saw you or heard what you were do­ing.”

			French was full of his dis­cov­ery, and eagerly seized the chance of a vic­tim to whom to un­fold the tale of his prowess. Ac­cord­ingly, when they were seated in a quiet nook he began with gusto to re­late his ex­ploits. He told of his vis­it to Mür­ren, and of the pho­to­graphs giv­en to him by Mrs. Root, of his tra­cing the move­ments of the elu­sive lady in Southamp­ton, of his de­duc­tion that she was an act­ress, and fi­nally of his great stroke in learn­ing her iden­tity.

			Mr. Duke, who had been fol­low­ing the re­cit­al with a thrilled in­terest that sat­is­fied even French’s egot­ism, re­membered the lady’s name, though he could not re­call any­thing else about her.

			“This will be good news for Vander­kemp,” he de­clared. “I must tell him at once. Though you have taken off your sur­veil­lance, he feels that he has nev­er really been cleared of sus­pi­cion. This dis­cov­ery of yours will go far to sat­is­fy him. Yes, and what then?”

			He settled him­self again to listen, but when he real­ised that French had fin­ished his tale and was no near­er find­ing Miss Cis­sie Winter than he had been of get­ting hold of Mrs. X, his fea­tures took on an ex­pres­sion of the keen­est dis­ap­point­ment, bor­der­ing al­most on des­pair.

			“Good heav­ens, In­spect­or! After rais­ing my hopes, don’t tell me now that you are really prac­tic­ally no farther on,” he lamen­ted. Then sink­ing his voice, he went on slowly, “If some­thing isn’t dis­covered soon I may tell you I don’t know what I’m go­ing to do. I’m get­ting to the end of my teth­er. I’m even get­ting short of cash. The in­sur­ance com­pany won’t pay—yet; they say it is not cer­tain the stones will not be re­covered. They say I must wait. But my cred­it­ors won’t wait.”

			He stopped and stared be­fore him va­cantly, and French, look­ing at him more keenly than he had yet done, was shocked to see how old and worn the man was look­ing. “Even if the in­sur­ance com­pany paid all, I don’t know that I could make ends meet,” he went on presently. “I’m be­gin­ning to see ru­in star­ing me in the face. I thought I was strong and could scoff at re­verses, but I can’t, In­spect­or, I can’t. I’m not the man I was, and this af­fair has shaken me severely.”

			French was some­what taken aback by this out­burst, but he felt genu­inely sorry for the old man, who at the close of a life of com­par­at­ive lux­ury and suc­cess was faced with fail­ure and poverty. He gave him what com­fort he could, point­ing out that the dis­cov­ery of Mrs. X’s iden­tity was a real step for­ward, and ex­pressed the be­lief that so well known a per­son­al­ity could not long re­main hid­den.

			“I sin­cerely trust you are right,” Mr. Duke answered, “and I am ashamed of hav­ing made such a fuss. But do try, In­spect­or,” he looked im­plor­ingly at the oth­er, “do try to push on the af­fair. I know you are,” he smiled, “do­ing all that any­one could do, but it’s so des­per­ately im­port­ant to me. You un­der­stand, I hope, that I am not com­plain­ing? I fully ap­pre­ci­ate your splen­did work in the face of great dif­fi­culties.”

			French as­sured him that he him­self was just as anxious to clear up the mys­tery as any­one else could be, and that he need not fear but that everything pos­sible would be done to that end, and with fur­ther ex­pres­sions of mu­tu­al amity they par­ted.

			The In­spect­or next turned his steps to the Com­edy theatre. Re­hears­als were in pro­gress, and the build­ing was open. Go­ing round to the stage door, he spoke to the door­keep­er.

			“No, sir,” the man said civilly, “I’m not here long. Only about nine months.”

			“Who was be­fore you?”

			“A man they called Dowds, an old man. He was get­ting too old for the job. That’s why he left.”

			“Could you put me on to where I should find him?”

			“I should try at the of­fice, sir. I ex­pect they’d have his ad­dress. To the right at the end of this pas­sage.”

			With some dif­fi­culty French found his way to the of­fice. A young man glanced up from the desk over which he was bend­ing. “Well, sir?” he said briskly.

			French ex­plained his busi­ness. He was in­quir­ing as to the where­abouts of the former act­ress, Miss Cis­sie Winter, and fail­ing in­form­a­tion as to her, he would be ob­liged for the ad­dress of the ex-stagedoor keep­er, Dowds, who might be able to as­sist him in his main in­quiry.

			“Miss Cis­sie Winter?” the sharp young man re­peated. “I’ve heard of her, but she wasn’t on here in my time. Any idea of her dates or plays?”

			“Twelve or more years since she left the stage, I’m told. She played in The Of­fice Girl and The Duch­ess and Oh, Johnny!”

			The young man whistled be­neath his breath as he sat think­ing.

			“ ’Fraid I can’t help you about the lady,” he de­clared at last. “There are no re­cords here of twelve years back. But I can put you on to Dowds all right, or at least I can give you his ad­dress when he left us.”

			“Much ob­liged, I’m sure.”

			The young man crossed the room, and tak­ing a book out of a cup­board, turned over the pages rap­idly.

			“29 Bab­cock Street. It’s off Char­ing Cross Road, about halfway down on the left hand side go­ing south. You’ll get him there if he hasn’t moved.”

			French, hav­ing noted the ad­dress, turned to go.

			“Wait a sec’,” said the young man. “I’m not cer­tain, but I be­lieve Richard Jacques put out those plays you men­tioned. If so, he could prob­ably help you bet­ter than any­one. He does busi­ness at that new place he has taken over, the Alad­din in Pic­ca­dilly. You should try him.”

			French thanked his new friend, and after again tra­vers­ing the end­less cor­ridors of the huge build­ing, found him­self once more in the street.

			At 29 Bab­cock Street the door was opened to him by a re­spect­able-look­ing wo­man, who said that her hus­band, Peter Dowds, was with­in. His health was poor, but if the gen­tle­man would come in, he would make shift to come down to see him.

			French sat down to wait in the tiny par­lour. Presently a shuff­ling be­came aud­ible in the hall, and the door, open­ing slowly, re­vealed a short but im­mensely stout man, whose small eyes blinked in­quis­it­ively at his vis­it­or as the lat­ter rose and wished him good day.

			“Good day, good day,” the man wheezed, as he steered him­self across the room and sank in­to one of the chairs. “It’s the asthma,” he went on in a husky voice. “It’s al­ways bad this time of year.” He stopped and sat pant­ing, then went on, “You wanted to see me?”

			“Yes,” French ad­mit­ted, “but I’m sorry to find your asthma so bad. What do you do for it?”

			The In­spect­or had found from long ex­per­i­ence that the time spent in dis­cuss­ing his ill­ness with an in­val­id was not wasted. The pleas­ure he gave had the ef­fect of cre­at­ing a sym­pathy and good feel­ing which as­sisted him when he came to the second part of the in­ter­view, the fa­vour he wanted for him­self. He was not al­to­geth­er a hy­po­crite in this. It was part of the tech­nique of his busi­ness, and be­sides, he was a good-natured man who really did like giv­ing pleas­ure. He there­fore talked asthma and asthma cures for some minutes be­fore turn­ing to the sub­ject of Miss Cis­sie Winter.

			But in the present case the ex­cel­lent im­pres­sion which he un­doubtedly pro­duced brought him but little be­ne­fit. The stout old door­keep­er re­membered Miss Winter well, and in­stantly re­cog­nised her pho­to­graph, but he knew noth­ing about her present where­abouts. She had gone off with some man, a man whom also he re­membered well, as on many oc­ca­sions they had chat­ted to­geth­er while the former waited at the stage door for the lady’s ap­pear­ance. He was tall and well built, well on in middle age, and with the air of a pro­fes­sion­al or busi­ness man. His name, Dowds be­lieved, was Vane, but of this he was not pos­it­ive. Asked how he knew that the lady had gone off with this or any oth­er man, it tran­spired that he did not really know at all, but that this had been the gen­er­ally ac­cep­ted the­ory at the time. He had nev­er learned the man’s ad­dress, but he seemed to have plenty of money and was lib­er­al in his tips. Since that time, about thir­teen years pre­vi­ously, Dowds had not heard or seen any­thing of either. Of Miss Winter he had but a poor opin­ion. She might be a good act­ress, but she was hard and mean and had a sharp tongue. What the man could have seen in her he, Dowds, did not know, but he had evid­ently been pretty com­pletely bowled over.

			When French had gleaned these par­tic­u­lars, he found he had reached the end of the old door­keep­er’s use­ful­ness, and he was soon on his way to his next call, the Alad­din theatre in Pic­ca­dilly.

			Mr. Jacques was in the build­ing, but en­gaged, and French fret­ted and fumed for nearly two hours be­fore be­ing ushered in­to his pres­ence. But then he felt him­self com­pletely com­pensated for his long wait. Like most oth­ers who came in con­tact with him, French soon fell a vic­tim to the great pro­du­cer’s win­ning per­son­al­ity and charm of man­ner. The old gen­tle­man apo­lo­gised cour­teously for his en­gage­ment, which, he ex­plained, was a trouble­some re­hears­al, and then listened with close at­ten­tion to what French had to say.

			But he could not tell so very much after all. He re­membered Miss Winter, and after a search through some old re­cords was able to give some de­tails of her life. He had first seen her in the Tivoli theatre in New York, some six­teen years pre­vi­ously, and had been struck by her act­ing. She had some­how learned of his pres­ence, for she had fol­lowed him to his hotel, and ex­plain­ing that she was anxious to get a foot­ing on the Eng­lish stage, had asked him for a part in one of the plays she had heard he was then bring­ing out. He had agreed, and when she had com­pleted her New York en­gage­ment, she had fol­lowed him to Eng­land, and he had starred her in Oh, Johnny! and cer­tain oth­er plays of that peri­od. In all she had ap­peared in sev­en pro­duc­tions, and Mr. Jacques had a high opin­ion of her cap­ab­il­it­ies.

			Some three years later she had giv­en him no­tice that she wished to leave the stage at the end of her then cur­rent con­tract. He had pro­tested, telling her that she was ru­in­ing an ex­tremely prom­ising ca­reer, but she had in­sisted, ex­plain­ing that she was go­ing to be mar­ried. This he had not be­lieved, though he had no def­in­ite reas­on for his opin­ion. It was gen­er­ally ac­cep­ted that she had gone off with some mar­ried man, but how this story arose he could not say. He had, at all events, com­pletely lost sight of her. Her age when she left his com­pany thir­teen years earli­er was twenty-nine, and her ad­dress was 17 Stan­ford Street, Chelsea.

			“I’m afraid,” French said, “that she has turned crook,” and he out­lined her im­per­son­a­tion of Mrs. Root.

			“Of course I know noth­ing about that,” Mr. Jacques answered, “but I can at least tell you that no one could have car­ried out a scheme of the kind bet­ter than Cis­sie Winter. She had the brains and the nerve and the know­ledge. I’m sorry to hear she has gone wrong, but if you are up against her, I can as­sure you you’ll find her no mean ant­ag­on­ist.”

			French smiled rue­fully as he rose.

			“I’ve dis­covered that already,” he ad­mit­ted, “but know­ing what I know now, it can’t be long un­til I have my hands on her.”

			“I sup­pose I ought to wish you luck,” Mr. Jacques de­clared, hold­ing out his hand, “but I don’t know that I can. I thought a lot of the young wo­man once, and I’m sorry that she’s in trouble.”

			In­spect­or French, hav­ing cabled to the New York po­lice ask­ing for in­form­a­tion as to the act­ress’s early his­tory, made his way to 17 Stan­ford Street, which he found was a bet­ter-class board­ing house. But here he could learn noth­ing. The former pro­pri­et­or was dead, and none of the present staff had been con­nec­ted with the place for thir­teen years, or had ever heard of Miss Winter.

			Dis­ap­poin­ted once more, he re­turned to the Yard and put through his earli­er scheme. He ar­ranged to have the lady’s pho­to­graph in­ser­ted in the next num­ber of the Po­lice Bul­let­in, to­geth­er with the best de­scrip­tion of her that he could write, and a note that she was wanted. It was not a prom­ising clue, but it was all he had left.
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				Tragedy

			
			Some days later In­spect­or French was once again sent for by his chief. The great man seemed in an ir­rit­able frame of mind, and he began to speak be­fore the oth­er had well entered the room.

			“See here, French,” he greeted him; “here’s a fresh de­vel­op­ment in that con­foun­ded Geth­ing case. Read that.”

			French stepped up to the desk and took the postal tele­graph sheets his su­per­i­or held out. They bore a mes­sage from the Chief of Po­lice at the Hook, which had been sent out at 8:27 that morn­ing.

			
				“Cap­tain of the S.S. Parke­ston re­ports that tall, clean-shaven, white-haired man, ap­par­ently named Duke, com­mit­ted sui­cide dur­ing pas­sage from Har­wich last night. Over­coat and suit­case found in cab­in with let­ter ad­dressed Miss Duke, The Ce­dars, Hamp­stead. Am send­ing let­ter with de­tailed state­ment.”

			

			French was con­sid­er­ably sur­prised by the news. Though he had nev­er felt ac­tu­ally cor­di­al to­wards the old gen­tle­man, he had re­spec­ted him for his kindly con­duct to­wards his sub­or­din­ates and for the sports­man­like way in which he had taken his loss. But it was evid­ent the man had been hit harder than he had shown. French re­called the de­tails of their last in­ter­view, the mer­chant’s drawn, anxious face, his weary air, his al­most des­pair­ing words, “I’m get­ting to the end of my teth­er. I see ru­in star­ing me in the face.” At the time, French had not taken the com­plaint as ser­i­ously as it had now proved to war­rant. Mr. Duke was evid­ently in dif­fi­culties which noth­ing less than the re­turn of the stolen dia­monds would solve, and French did not see how he could have done more to achieve that end than he already had.

			“Un­ex­pec­ted, that, isn’t it?” the chief re­marked, “though I don’t sup­pose it will really af­fect the case.”

			“No, sir, I don’t think it will,” French re­turned, an­swer­ing the last part of the sen­tence first. “But I don’t know that it’s so un­ex­pec­ted after all. Least­wise it is and it isn’t. I mean, I’m sur­prised that a man of Mr. Duke’s char­ac­ter should take that way of es­cap­ing from his dif­fi­culties, but I knew he was in dif­fi­culties.”

			The chief raised his eye­brows.

			“You didn’t tell me that.”

			“The truth is, sir, that I didn’t take what the old gen­tle­man said ser­i­ously enough. I met him last week in Pic­ca­dilly, and he ap­peared anxious to hear my news and asked me to have a cup of cof­fee with him. He was pretty down in the mouth then, say­ing he was get­ting short of cash, and near the end of his teth­er, and so on. He was look­ing pretty old, too, old and worn.”

			The chief grunted.

			“As I say, I don’t sup­pose it will make any dif­fer­ence,” he de­clared. “But there’s that girl to con­sider. I think you’d bet­ter go along and see her. After all, she should have some warn­ing be­fore she sees it in the pa­per.”

			“That’s so, sir. Then I shall go now.”

			It was a job he hated, but there was no help for it, and hav­ing phoned to Miss Duke that he was go­ing out on ur­gent busi­ness, he set off.

			That his mes­sage had alarmed her was ob­vi­ous. She met him with pale cheeks and anxious eyes, and once again the thought oc­curred to him that she knew some­thing that she was hold­ing back, and had feared her secret was the sub­ject of his call.

			But his news, when halt­ingly and with some awk­ward­ness he had suc­ceeded in con­vey­ing it, took her ut­terly by sur­prise. It was evid­ently quite dif­fer­ent to what she had ex­pec­ted to hear, and the poor girl was ter­ribly over­come. She gave a low cry, and sat gaz­ing at him with eyes dilated with hor­ror. The shock seemed ut­terly to have be­numbed her, and yet French could not help think­ing that her emo­tion con­tained also an ele­ment of re­lief. He was pro­foundly sorry for her, but his sus­pi­cion re­mained.

			Presently she began to speak. Her voice was dull and tone­less as she ex­plained that she had known her fath­er was lately ter­ribly wor­ried and un­happy, and that though he had made light of it, he had told her enough to show that fin­an­cial trouble was at the root of his dis­tress. He had said to her on one oc­ca­sion that if only the in­sur­ance people would pay, things would be easi­er, but he had spoken cheer­ily, and she had had no idea things were so ser­i­ous.

			“When shall we get de­tails?” she asked presently. “Should I go over to the Hook?”

			“I fear there would be little use in that,” French answered, “and it would cer­tainly be pain­ful for you. Of course, I don’t wish to dis­suade you; if you think it would be an ease to your mind you should go. But in any case would it not be bet­ter to wait un­til you read your let­ter? Be­sides, the re­port from the Dutch po­lice may show that a vis­it is un­ne­ces­sary.”

			She thought for some seconds, then agreed. French ex­plained that the doc­u­ments might be ex­pec­ted by the first post on the fol­low­ing morn­ing, and prom­ised to take them out to Hamp­stead im­me­di­ately.

			“In the mean­time, Miss Duke,” he went on, with real kind­ness in his tone, “it’s not my busi­ness, of course, but would you not be bet­ter to have someone in the house with you—some lady friend, an aunt, a cous­in? Or Mr. Har­ring­ton? I mean, is there any­thing that I can do to take a mes­sage or send a wire?”

			Her eyes filled with tears as she thanked him and asked him to tele­phone to the of­fice for Har­ring­ton. It ap­peared that she had no near re­la­tions. She was an only child, and her fath­er was now dead, and French knew that for many years her poor moth­er had been worse than dead, drag­ging out a col­our­less ex­ist­ence in a men­tal hos­pit­al at Ot­ter­ham.

			When he had put through his call, French took his leave. There was noth­ing more to be done un­til the de­tails of the tragedy were re­ceived.

			As he sat in the tube on his way back to the Yard, he was con­scious of some mis­giv­ings as to the way in which he had handled the in­ter­view. He had done his best to make it easy for Miss Duke. This was, of course, the nat­ur­al and the kindly thing to do, but was it his duty? Should he not rather have used the news as a lever to startle some ad­mis­sion out of the girl which would have giv­en him the in­form­a­tion which he sus­pec­ted she pos­sessed. If he had al­lowed a prom­ising clue to slip he had neg­lected his duty and in­jured him­self. And his chief was no fool. He would un­fail­ingly see the pos­sib­il­ity and ask what use had been made of it.

			But though French felt thus a trifle un­easy, he could not bring him­self to re­gret his course of ac­tion. He was not only a man of nat­ur­al kind­li­ness of heart, but he had the gift of ima­gin­a­tion. He saw him­self in the girl’s place, and was glad he had not ad­ded to her trouble.

			Next morn­ing the re­port came from Hol­land, to­geth­er with Miss Duke’s let­ter. The former was a long doc­u­ment giv­ing very com­plete de­tails of the tragedy. The es­sen­tial por­tions of it read:

			
				
					“4th Janu­ary.

				
				“At 7:21 today a tele­phone mes­sage was re­ceived from the Har­wich boat wharf of­fice at the Hook that a pas­sen­ger had dis­ap­peared dur­ing the cross­ing un­der cir­cum­stances which poin­ted to sui­cide. In­spect­or Van Bi­en was sent down to make in­quir­ies, and he ob­tained the fol­low­ing in­form­a­tion:

				“Some little time be­fore the boat berthed, the stew­ards, ac­cord­ing to cus­tom, went round the state­rooms to arouse the pas­sen­gers. There was no reply from state­room N, a single-berth cab­in on the port side, and when John Wilson, the stew­ard in ques­tion, had knocked a second time, he looked in. The cab­in was empty, but bore evid­ence of hav­ing been oc­cu­pied. The bed had been lain on, though not slept in, a large suit­case was on the floor, and vari­ous art­icles of a man’s toi­let were scattered about. The stew­ard, think­ing the trav­el­ler, whom he re­membered to be a white-haired old man, was per­haps on deck, passed on. About half an hour later he looked in again, to find things in the same con­di­tion. He was en­gaged un­til after the boat berthed, but when the pas­sen­gers were go­ing ashore he went back to the state­room, and again found everything as be­fore. Be­com­ing anxious, he re­por­ted the mat­ter to the chief stew­ard. The lat­ter ac­com­pan­ied Wilson to cab­in N, and they made a search. They found a half-sheet of pa­per and an en­vel­ope propped be­hind the tum­bler in the little wooden shelf above the wash­stand basin. The former bore the words:

				
					“ ‘Fin­an­cial em­bar­rass­ments hav­ing made my life im­possible, I am go­ing to make an end of it to­night. I shall simply drop off the ship, and my death will be quick and easy. Please ob­lige by post­ing my let­ter.

					
						“ ‘R. A. Duke.’

					
				

				“The let­ter was ad­dressed to ‘Miss Duke, The Ce­dars, Hamp­stead, Lon­don.’ Both note and let­ter are en­closed here­with.

				“The tick­ets on this route are dealt with as fol­lows: There is no check on pas­sen­gers leav­ing the wharf, as this would en­tail too long a delay at the gang­way. On com­ing on board, pas­sen­gers ap­ply at the chief stew­ard’s of­fice, have their tick­ets either col­lec­ted or punched, and get their berth num­bers and a land­ing tick­et. The land­ing tick­ets are col­lec­ted as the trav­el­lers go ashore, and this con­sti­tutes the check that all have paid for their pas­sage. On the oc­ca­sion in ques­tion, 187 land­ing tick­ets were giv­en out, and only 186 were col­lec­ted, show­ing that one of the pas­sen­gers who came aboard at Har­wich did not go ashore at the Hook.

				“A search of the ship re­vealed no trace of the miss­ing man, nor had any­one seen him passing through the cor­ridors or on the deck dur­ing the night. The chief stew­ard re­called his ap­plic­a­tion for his berth, which had been re­served in ad­vance, and re­membered hav­ing no­ticed that the old man was ab­sent­minded, and seemed to be suf­fer­ing from acute repressed ex­cite­ment.

				“The suit­case was found to con­tain art­icles of toi­let and cloth­ing suit­able for an ab­sence of three or four days, but noth­ing to throw any fur­ther light on the tragedy. We are send­ing it to you for trans­mis­sion to Miss Duke, to whom pre­sum­ably it be­longs.”

			

			When In­spect­or French had read the re­port he turned his at­ten­tion to the let­ter. The en­vel­ope was square and of good qual­ity pa­per, and the ad­dress was in Mr. Duke’s hand­writ­ing. French sat turn­ing it over. He wondered. … He would rather not, but on second thoughts he be­lieved he ought. … There might be some­thing that would give him a hint. …

			He took a Gil­lette razor blade from his draw­er, and in­sert­ing it be­neath the gummed flap, worked it this way and that. In a mo­ment the en­vel­ope was open, and he drew out a let­ter and cau­tiously un­fol­ded it. It also was writ­ten by Mr. Duke, and read:

			
				“My Dearest Sylvia,

				“When you re­ceive this you will have heard what I am about to do. My dear, I will not try to jus­ti­fy my­self; I sup­pose I should be brave and fight to the end. But I just couldn’t bear the ru­in and dis­grace which face me. Even be­fore the rob­bery things were not go­ing too well. As you know, the war hit busi­nesses like mine worse than most. Now, even if the in­sur­ance com­pany paid, I shouldn’t get clear; I should still be many thou­sands in debt. Sylvia, don’t think too hardly of me, but I couldn’t face it. Loss of po­s­i­tion, friends, home, everything—and at my time of life. I just couldn’t.

				“But chiefly I couldn’t bear drag­ging you down with me. You will be free from that now. Your moth­er’s join­ture can­not be touched; it is hers—and yours. You will see that all ex­penses for her are paid, and the re­mainder will be yours. Of course the house must go, but you will have enough to live on. You will marry; I trust soon. Re­mem­ber that it is my last wish and my last charge to you that you marry the man of your choice as soon as may be con­veni­ent. Though we have not al­ways seen eye to eye, you have been a good daugh­ter to me.

				“Dear Sylvia, try not to take this too much to heart. I face the fu­ture, if there is one, without mis­giv­ings. Though the way I take may be the cow­ard’s way, it is the easi­est and the best way for us all.

				“Good­bye, my dearest girl, and if there be a God, may He bless you.

				
					“Your de­voted fath­er,

					“R. A. Duke.”

				
			

			In­spect­or French had a slight feel­ing of shame as he re­fol­ded this un­happy epistle and, work­ing deftly and mech­an­ic­ally, regummed the flap of the en­vel­ope and stuck it down. He was dis­ap­poin­ted to find that the let­ter con­tained no help­ful in­form­a­tion, and with a sigh he set out to bear his news to Hamp­stead.

			Miss Duke and Har­ring­ton were anxiously await­ing him, and he handed the former both the re­port and the let­ter, say­ing he would wait if she cared to read them in an­oth­er room. She re­mained calm and col­lec­ted, but the pal­lor of her face and dark rings be­neath her eyes in­dic­ated the ten­sion un­der which she was la­bour­ing. She with­drew with a word of apo­logy, Har­ring­ton ac­com­pa­ny­ing her, and French sat think­ing, won­der­ing if a dir­ect ques­tion, un­ex­pec­tedly sprung upon them, might sur­prise one or oth­er in­to some un­guarded ad­mis­sion which would give him a hint of the secret which he be­lieved they held.

			But when they re­turned some half-hour later, Miss Duke mo­ment­ar­ily dis­armed him by hold­ing out her let­ter.

			“You had bet­ter read that,” she said. “You may want to see it and there is noth­ing private in it.”

			French was mo­ment­ar­ily temp­ted to con­fess his ac­tion with the safety razor, but he saw that he must not di­vulge po­lice meth­ods, and tak­ing the let­ter, he re­read it and handed it back with a word of thanks.

			“Did your fath­er say he was go­ing to Hol­land?” he in­quired.

			“Yes, it was one of his usu­al trips to the Am­s­ter­dam of­fice. He ex­pec­ted to be away for two or three days. But I now think he had made up his mind—about—this—be­fore he left. He said good­bye—”

			She paused, her lip trem­bling, then sud­denly fling­ing her­self down on the sofa, burst in­to an un­con­trol­lable flood of tears. “Oh!” she cried brokenly, “if only it hadn’t taken place at sea! I can’t bear to think of him—out there—” She sobbed as if her heart would break.

			French saw that she had settled the mat­ter of his pro­ced­ure. In her present con­di­tion he could not probe her with subtle ques­tions. There was noth­ing for it but to take his de­par­ture, and this he did as un­ob­trus­ively as he could, leav­ing her in Har­ring­ton’s charge.

			He wondered who would take Mr. Duke’s place in the firm, with whom he would have to deal if his ef­forts to trace the miss­ing dia­monds be­came suc­cess­ful, and de­term­ined to call at the of­fice and make some in­quir­ies. He there­fore took the tube to the City, and some half-hour later was mount­ing the steps of the Hat­ton Garden es­tab­lish­ment.

			Mr. Schoofs had already taken charge, and saw his vis­it­or in his late prin­cip­al’s of­fice. The busi­ness, he be­lieved, would be­long to Miss Duke, though he had no ac­tu­al reas­on to say so. How­ever, Messrs. Tins­ley & Sharpe of Lin­coln’s Inn were the de­ceased gen­tle­man’s so­li­cit­ors, and no doubt fuller in­form­a­tion could be ob­tained from them.

			“I came over last night, and am just car­ry­ing on in the mean­time,” he ex­plained, “and you can deal either with me or with Mr. Tins­ley.”

			“Thanks,” French answered. “Then I shall deal with you.”

			“We’re really closed for busi­ness today, you un­der­stand,” went on Mr. Schoofs. “I’m merely tak­ing the op­por­tun­ity to go through Mr. Duke’s pa­pers and see how things stand. If only Har­ring­ton had had his part­ner­ship, it would be his job, but as it is, everything de­volves on me.”

			French, hav­ing replied suit­ably, made a move to go, but he lingered and went on:

			“Un­ex­pec­ted, the old man go­ing off like that, wasn’t it? I shouldn’t have thought he was that kind at all.”

			Mr. Schoofs made a ges­ture of com­mis­er­a­tion.

			“Nor was he,” he agreed, “but it’s not so sur­pris­ing after all. You pos­sibly didn’t see him dur­ing the last week or two, but I can tell you, he was in a bad way; very de­pressed, and get­ting worse every day. I don’t think he was well—I mean in health, and I think it re­acted on his mind. He was wor­ry­ing over the loss of his money.”

			“Was he really bank­rupt?”

			Mr. Schoofs had not the fig­ures, but he very gravely feared it. It was a bad lookout for his daugh­ter. In­deed, it was a bad lookout for them all. It was hard lines on eld­erly men when they had to give up their jobs and start life again. It was that damned war, re­spons­ible for this as well as most of the troubles of the times. It had prob­ably made a dif­fer­ence to the In­spect­or also?

			“Lost my eld­est,” said French gruffly, and turned the con­ver­sa­tion back to the late prin­cip­al. He was, it seemed, go­ing to Am­s­ter­dam on routine busi­ness. He had no stones with him, and there was there­fore noth­ing to sug­gest that his dis­ap­pear­ance could have been due to oth­er than sui­cide.

			French had not really doubted the con­clu­sions of the Dutch po­lice, but the death by vi­ol­ence of a man bear­ing a pack­et of great value is al­ways sus­pi­cious, and he was glad to be sure such had not ob­tained in this in­stance.

			His next vis­it was to Messrs. Tins­ley & Sharpe, the Lin­coln’s Inn so­li­cit­ors. Mr. Tins­ley was the sole sur­viv­ing part­ner, and to him French was presently ad­mit­ted.

			It ap­peared that Mr. Duke had left everything to Sylvia, “Though, poor girl,” Mr. Tins­ley ad­ded, “by all ac­counts that won’t be much.” Mr. Tins­ley was ex­ecut­or, there­fore any fur­ther deal­ings French might have about the rob­bery would be with him. Mr. Duke and he had been old friends; in fact, he had been Mr. Duke’s best man, he didn’t like to think how many years pre­vi­ously. He had been shocked by the change in the old gen­tle­man when three days pri­or to his death he had called to see him. He seemed ill and de­pressed, and had said, “I’m not feel­ing well, Tins­ley. It’s my heart, I’m afraid, and this con­foun­ded worry about money mat­ters,” and had gone on to ob­tain the so­li­cit­or’s prom­ise to look after Sylvia “if any­thing happened.”

			“In the light of what has since taken place,” Mr. Tins­ley con­cluded, “I am afraid he had made up his mind then that sui­cide was the easi­est way out, though I was ter­ribly sur­prised and shocked when I heard of it.”

			“I am sure of that, sir,” French answered as he rose to go. “Then if any fur­ther de­vel­op­ments oc­cur about the rob­bery, I shall com­mu­nic­ate with you.”

			He re­turned to the Yard, made his re­port, and when he had at­ten­ded to a num­ber of routine mat­ters, found it was time to knock off work for the day.

		
	
		
			
				XV

				The House in St. John’s Wood

			
			It was one of In­spect­or French’s most con­stant grumbles that a man in his po­s­i­tion was nev­er off duty. He might come home after a hard day’s work look­ing for­ward to a long, lazy, de­light­ful even­ing with a pipe and a book, and be­fore he had fin­ished sup­per some de­vel­op­ment at headquar­ters might up­set all his plans and drag him off forth­with to do battle with the en­emies of his coun­try’s laws. Not for him was the eight-hour day, over­time at high rates, “on call” or coun­try al­low­ances, ex­penses. … His por­tion was to get his work done, or take the con­sequences in lack of pro­mo­tion or even loss of such po­s­i­tion as he held.

			“And no thanks for what you carry off either,” he would com­plain, “though if you make a slip you hear about it be­fore you’re an hour older.” But his eye would twinkle as he said it, and most of his friends knew that Mr. In­spect­or French was mak­ing an ex­ceed­ingly good thing out of his job, and was, moreover, destined by his su­per­i­ors for even great­er and more re­mu­ner­at­ive re­spons­ib­il­it­ies in the early fu­ture.

			But on this even­ing his grouse was il­lus­trated, if not jus­ti­fied. Scarcely had he sat down to his meal when a ring came to the door, and he was told that Con­stable Cald­well wished to speak to him.

			“Let him wait,” Mrs. French answered be­fore her bet­ter half could speak. “Show him in­to the sit­ting-room, Eliza, and give him the even­ing pa­per.”

			French half rose, then sank back in­to his seat.

			“Ask him if it’s ur­gent,” he called after the re­treat­ing girl, partly from genu­ine curi­os­ity, and partly to pre­serve the fic­tion that he was mas­ter of his own move­ments in his own house.

			“It’s not so ur­gent as your sup­per. Just let him wait,” Mrs. French re­peated in­ex­or­ably. “What dif­fer­ence will a minute or two make any­way?”

			Her view, it soon ap­peared, was up­held by the con­stable him­self.

			“He says it’s not ur­gent,” Eliza cor­rob­or­ated, re­appear­ing at the door. “He can wait till you’re ready.”

			“Very well. Let him wait,” French re­peated, re­lieved that the in­cid­ent had ended so sat­is­fact­or­ily, and for an­oth­er fif­teen minutes he con­tin­ued stead­ily for­ti­fy­ing the in­ner man. Then tak­ing out his pipe, he joined his vis­it­or.

			“ ’Even­ing, Cald­well. What’s wrong now?”

			Cald­well, a tall, heavy-look­ing man of middle age, rose clum­sily to his feet and sa­luted.

			“It’s that there cir­cu­lar of yours, sir,” he ex­plained. “I’ve found the wo­man.”

			“The deuce you have!” French cried, paus­ing in the act of filling his pipe and im­me­di­ately keenly in­ter­ested. “Who is she?”

			Cald­well drew his note­book from his pock­et, and slowly turned the well-thumbed pages. His de­lib­er­a­tion ir­rit­ated his quick­er-wit­ted su­per­i­or.

			“Get along, Cald­well,” French grumbled. “Can’t you re­mem­ber that much without your blessed book?”

			“Yes, sir,” the man answered. “Here it is.” He read from the book. “Her name is Mrs. Henry Vane, and she lives in a small de­tached house in St. John’s Wood Road; Crewe Lodge is the name.”

			“Good!” French said heart­ily. “I sup­pose you’re sure about it?”

			“I think so, sir. I showed the pho­to­graph to three dif­fer­ent parties, and they all said it was her.”

			This soun­ded prom­ising, par­tic­u­larly as French re­membered that Dowds, the ex-door­keep­er at the Com­edy, had stated that Miss Winter’s ad­mirer was named Vane. He in­vited the con­stable to sit down and let him hear the de­tails, of­fer­ing him at the same time a fill of to­bacco.

			Con­stable Cald­well sub­sided gingerly in­to a chair as he took the proffered pouch.

			“Thank you, sir, I don’t mind if I do.” He slowly filled and lighted his pipe, ram­ming down the to­bacco with an enorm­ous thumb. “It was this way, sir. I had that there cir­cu­lar of yours with the wo­man’s photo in my pock­et when I went off duty early this af­ter­noon. On my way home I happened to meet a friend, a young lady, and I turned and walked with her. For want of some­thing to say, so to speak, I showed her the photo, not ex­pect­ing any­thing to come of it, you un­der­stand. Well, the mo­ment she looked at it, ‘I know that there wo­man,’ she said. ‘You what?’ I said. ‘You know her? Who is she, then?’ I said. ‘She’s a wo­man that comes in­to the shop some­times,’ she said, ‘but I don’t just re­mem­ber her name, though I have heard it,’ she said. ‘I should say the young lady, her I was speak­ing to, worked in a drapery shop un­til a couple of weeks ago, though she’s out of a job at the mo­ment. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’d like to know her name. Can’t you re­mem­ber it?’ ‘No,’ she said, she couldn’t re­mem­ber it. She’d only heard it once, and hadn’t paid much at­ten­tion to it.”

			“Yes?” French mur­mured en­cour­agingly as the con­stable showed signs of com­ing to an end.

			“I said that if she couldn’t re­mem­ber, that maybe some of the oth­er young ladies might know it. She wasn’t hav­ing any at first, for I had prom­ised to take her to tea and on to the pic­tures, and she was set on go­ing. But when she saw I was in earn­est, she gave in, and we went round to the shop she used to work in. After ask­ing three or four of the girls, we found one that re­membered the wo­man all right. ‘That’s Mrs. Vane,’ she said. ‘She lives up there in St. John’s Wood; Crewe Lodge is the name. I’ve made up her par­cels of­ten enough to know.’ ”

			“Good,” French ap­proved once more in his hearty voice.

			“I thought I had maybe bet­ter make sure about it,” went on the con­stable in his slow, heavy way, “so I asked Miss Swann—that was the young lady that I was with—to walk round that way with me. I found the house near the Baker Street end, a small place and very shut in. I didn’t want to go up and make in­quir­ies, so I asked Miss Swann if she’d go next door and ask if Mrs. Vane was in. She went and asked, and they told her to go next door; that was to Crewe Lodge. So when I saw it was all right, I put off go­ing to the pic­tures for this even­ing and came straight here to tell you.”

			French beamed on him.

			“You’ve done well, Con­stable,” he de­clared. “In fact, I couldn’t have done it bet­ter my­self. I shall see that you don’t lose by it. Take an­oth­er fill of to­bacco while I get ready, and then call a taxi and we’ll go right out now.”

			He rang up Scot­land Yard, ask­ing for cer­tain ar­range­ments to be made, with the res­ult that by the time he and Con­stable Cald­well reached the great build­ing, two plain clothes men were wait­ing for them, one of whom handed French a small hand­bag and a war­rant for the ar­rest of Mrs. Vane, ali­as Mrs. Ward, ali­as Mrs. Root of Pitt­s­burg, U.S.A. Then the four of­ficers squeez­ing in­to the taxi, they set off for St. John’s Wood Road.

			Big Ben was strik­ing half-past nine as they turned in­to White­hall. The night was fine, but there was no moon, and out­side the ra­di­us of the street lamps it was pitchy dark. The four men sat in si­lence after French had in a few words ex­plained their er­rand to the new­comers. He and Cald­well were both in a state of sup­pressed ex­cite­ment, French ow­ing to the hope of an early solu­tion of his dif­fi­culties, the con­stable to the pos­sib­il­it­ies of pro­mo­tion which a suc­cess­ful is­sue to the ex­ped­i­tion might in­volve. The oth­er two looked upon the mat­ter as a mere ex­tra job of work, and showed a lam­ent­able lack of in­terest in the pro­ceed­ings.

			They pulled up at St. John’s Wood Road, and dis­miss­ing the taxi, fol­lowed Con­stable Cald­well to the gate of a car­riage drive which there pierced the high stone wall sep­ar­at­ing the houses from the street. On the up­per bar of the gate were the words, “Crewe Lodge.” To the right hand was a wick­et gate, but both it and the lar­ger one were closed. In­side the wall was a thick belt of trees through which the drive curved back, and, lit up through the in­ter­stices of the branches by the street lamps, the walls and gable of a small house showed dimly bey­ond. No light was vis­ible from the win­dows, and, after a mo­ment’s hes­it­a­tion, French opened the wick­et gate and all four entered.

			“Wait here among the trees, Pye and Frank­land,” he whispered. “Cald­well, you come on with me.”

			The drive was short, not more than forty yards long, and the com­plete out­line of the house was speedily re­vealed. It seemed even smal­ler than the first glance had shown, but was charm­ingly de­signed, with a broken-up roof, large bow win­dows, and a tiny log­gia in­to which opened a glass pan­elled door. To be so near the centre of a great city, it was ex­traordin­ar­ily se­cluded, the trees and wall, to­geth­er with some clumps of ever­green shrubs, cut­ting off all view of the road and the neigh­bour­ing houses.

			The front of the house was in com­plete dark­ness, and in­stinct­ively tread­ing stealth­ily, the two men moved round to the side. Here also there was no light, and they pushed slowly on un­til they had com­pleted the cir­cuit and once more reached the front door.

			“Looks as if the place is empty,” French whispered as he pressed the elec­tric bell.

			There was no re­sponse to his re­peated rings. The house re­mained dark and si­lent. French turned again to the con­stable.

			“Call up those oth­er two men,” he ordered, and soon Pye was pos­ted at the corner between the front and side, and Frank­land at that di­ag­on­ally op­pos­ite, with or­ders to keep out of sight and to al­low any­one who came to enter, but no one to leave the build­ing.

			Elec­tric torch in hand, French then began a guarded sur­vey of the doors and win­dows. Fi­nally fix­ing on the door open­ing on the log­gia, he made Cald­well hold the light while, first with a bunch of skel­et­on keys, and then with a bit of wire, he op­er­ated on the lock. For sev­er­al minutes he worked, but at last with a snap the bolt shot back, and turn­ing the handle, the two men cau­tiously entered the room and closed the door be­hind them.

			They found them­selves in a small, ex­pens­ively-fur­nished sit­ting-room, evid­ently a lady’s. It was fit­ted up in a some­what flam­boy­ant and pre­ten­tious man­ner, as if cost­li­ness rather than good taste had been the chief con­sid­er­a­tion in its fur­nish­ing. It was un­oc­cu­pied, but looked as if it had been re­cently used, there be­ing ashes in the grate and books ly­ing about, one of which lay open face down­wards on a chair. On an oc­ca­sion­al table stood an af­ter­noon tea equipage with one used cup.

			French did not re­main to make any closer ex­am­in­a­tion, but passed on to a tiny hall, off which opened three oth­er rooms, and from which the stair­case led to the first floor. Be­neath the stairs was a row of clothes-hooks on which were hanging a man’s gar­ments, a couple of hats and coats, and a wa­ter­proof.

			Rap­idly he glanced in­to the oth­er rooms. The first was a smoking-room, a man’s room, fur­nished with dark-col­oured, leath­er up­hol­stery, and walls pan­elled in dark oak. Next door was a din­ing-room, also small, but con­tain­ing a quant­ity of valu­able sil­ver. The fourth door led to the kit­chen, scull­ery, pantry, and yard. Here also there were evid­ences of re­cent oc­cu­pa­tion in the gen­er­al un­tidi­ness, as well as in the food which these places con­tained.

			Sat­is­fied that no one was con­cealed on the ground floor, French led the way up­stairs. In the largest bed­room, evid­ently that of the mis­tress of the house, there was a scene al­most of con­fu­sion. Draw­ers and ward­robe lay open, their con­tents tumbled and tossed, while the floor was littered with dresses, shoes, and oth­er dainty art­icles of fem­in­ine ap­par­el. French swore be­neath his breath when he saw the mess. Things were be­gin­ning to look un­com­monly like as if the bird had flown. How­ever, it was pos­sible that someone might ar­rive at any minute, and he hur­riedly con­tin­ued his search.

			Next door was a man’s dress­ing-room and bed­room. Here there was not the same lit­ter, nor was the un­oc­cu­pied bed­room ad­join­ing oth­er than tidy, but in the maids’ room, which he next entered, it was evid­ent there had been a re­cent clear­ing out. Here the ward­robe draw­ers were pulled out and the door of a hanging press in the wall was stand­ing open. Pa­pers and a few ob­vi­ously worn-out gar­ments littered the floor. But the room differed from Ma­dame’s in that everything of value had been taken.

			French swore again. There seemed no doubt that he was late. Mrs. X, ali­as Mrs. Vane, had taken fright and fled. If so, what hint, he wondered, had she re­ceived of her danger?

			He stood for a mo­ment in the dis­ordered room, think­ing. Un­der these new cir­cum­stances, what was his prop­er course?

			First, it was ob­vi­ous that he must make ab­so­lutely sure that this Mrs. Vane was really the wo­man he sought. Next, he must learn if she had really gone, and, if so, why, and, if pos­sible, where. If her de­par­ture was a flight, he must find out how or by whom she had been warned. Lastly, he must fol­low her to her hid­ing-place and ar­rest her.

			But he must not end with Mrs. Vane. Her hus­band must also be found. If she was Mrs. X, the re­ceiv­er of the stolen dia­monds, pos­sibly the mur­der­er of old Geth­ing, Mr. Vane must be in it, too. It was in­con­ceiv­able that he could have avoided be­com­ing in­volved.

			His first job must there­fore be to make all the in­quir­ies he could as to the mys­ter­i­ous oc­cu­pants of Crewe Lodge. There were sev­er­al ob­vi­ous lines of re­search. First there was the house it­self. People left the im­press of their per­son­al­it­ies on the houses they in­hab­ited, and a care­ful search of this one must yield con­sid­er­able in­form­a­tion as to the pair. Next there were the ser­vants. If they could be found, their testi­mony might prove in­valu­able. From the neigh­bours and loc­al trades­men and deal­ers he did not ex­pect so much, but among them all some use­ful hints would surely be gleaned. Lastly, there were the house agents. They might or might not be able to help.

			It was by this time nearly el­ev­en, but he de­cided that his ob­vi­ous duty was then and there to be­gin the search of the house, even if it meant an all-night job. He there­fore called in Pye and Frank­land, who were ex­per­i­enced in such work, leav­ing Con­stable Cald­well to patrol the grounds.

			Then com­menced an in­vest­ig­a­tion of the most me­tic­u­lous and thor­ough de­scrip­tion. Tak­ing the house room by room, the three men went over with the ut­most care every piece of fur­niture, every book, every pa­per, every art­icle of cloth­ing. Hour after hour the search pro­ceeded in spite of a grow­ing wear­i­ness and hun­ger, and it was not un­til half-past six on the fol­low­ing morn­ing that it was com­plete. Then in the grow­ing day­light the three Yard men slipped out one by one on to the road, and join­ing forces round the corner, walked to the nearest tube sta­tion, and went to their sev­er­al houses for break­fast. French rang up the Yard from the first ex­change they came to, and ar­ranged for a man to be sent to re­lieve Cald­well, who had been left in charge.

			As French smoked his after-break­fast pipe be­fore re­turn­ing to the Yard, he jot­ted down in his note­book a list of the points which had struck him dur­ing the search. There was noth­ing that led him to either Mr. or Mrs. Vane, but there was a cer­tain amount that was sug­gest­ive.

			In the first place, it seemed evid­ent that the de­par­ture of the lady had been sud­den and un­ex­pec­ted. There was the evid­ence of the dis­ordered bed­rooms, of the used-look­ing sit­ting-room with the book evid­ently laid down where it could be picked up again without los­ing the place, of the ashes in the sit­ting-room fire­place and range, the used tea tray, and of the kit­chen. There it ap­peared that cook­ing had been just about to be­gin, for a num­ber of sauce­pans were on the range, and vari­ous kinds of food lay on the table as if ready for the sauce­pans. There was a good deal of food of vari­ous kinds about the kit­chen and lar­der, and some wine and whisky in the din­ing-room side­board. On the oth­er hand, there was no evid­ence of any hur­ried de­par­ture on the part of the mas­ter of the house.

			The date of the de­par­ture French thought he could roughly fix from the con­di­tion of the food. The milk, of which there was a bowl and two jugs, was sour, but not thick. Some fresh meat hanging in the lar­der was good. The bread was rather dry and hard. Some lettuces ly­ing on a shelf in the scull­ery had gone limp. But some bunches of chrys­an­them­ums stand­ing in wa­ter in the sit­ting-room, were quite fresh.

			On the whole, he thought the evid­ence poin­ted to a flight some four days earli­er, and this view was sup­por­ted by an­oth­er piece of evid­ence on which he had come.

			In the let­ter box at the back of the hall door he had found a let­ter ad­dressed “Mrs. Vane, Crewe Lodge, St. John’s Wood Road.” The post­mark showed that it had been pos­ted in Lon­don on the 3rd. It had, there­fore, been de­livered on the even­ing of the 3rd or morn­ing of the 4th. But this was the 8th. There­fore the lady had gone at least four days earli­er.

			The let­ter it­self had con­sid­er­ably in­trigued him. It was simply a list of cer­tain sales and pur­chases of stock, cov­er­ing a large num­ber of trans­ac­tions, and run­ning in­to some thou­sands of pounds in value. The items were not dated, and there was no ac­com­pa­ny­ing let­ter nor any in­tim­a­tion of the sender. It was clear that someone was en­gaged in com­plic­ated fin­an­cial op­er­a­tions, but there was noth­ing to in­dic­ate his or her iden­tity.

			That the Vanes were at least com­fort­ably off seemed cer­tain from the gen­er­al ap­point­ments of the house. The fur­niture and fit­tings were heavy and ex­pens­ive. The sit­ting-room was small, as has been stated, but French reckoned that the car­pet would not have been bought for less than £120. Ma­dame’s dresses were of rich silks, and while no ac­tu­al jew­ellery had been left be­hind, there were costly or­na­ments and per­son­al knick­knacks. Moreover, the half-empty box of ci­gars in the smoking-room con­tained Corona Coro­nas. There was, how­ever, no gar­age and no car, but it was ob­vi­ous that a car might have been kept at some neigh­bour­ing es­tab­lish­ment. Al­to­geth­er it looked as if the couple had been liv­ing at the rate of two or three thou­sand a year. But this was a mat­ter that could eas­ily be tested, as the name of Mrs. Vane’s bank was among her pa­pers.

			One oth­er point struck the In­spect­or as curi­ous. Neither the mas­ter nor the mis­tress of the house seemed to have lit­er­ary tastes. There was a num­ber of well-bound “stand­ard works” in a book­case in the smoking-room, but it was evid­ent from their con­di­tion that they were there purely as part of the dec­or­at­ive scheme. Of ac­tu­ally read books in the smoking-room there were none. In the sit­ting-room were a num­ber of the light­er type of nov­els, to­geth­er with a num­ber in French and Span­ish with ex­tremely lur­id and com­prom­ising jack­ets. But among these, as out of place as an Eli­jah at a feast of Baal, lay a new copy of The Con­cise Ox­ford Dic­tion­ary.

			There were sev­er­al old bills in Ma­dame’s in­laid dav­en­port, but save for the names of firms with whom the lady had re­cently been deal­ing, French had learned noth­ing from them. In the sit­ting-room also was an ex­cel­lent cab­in­et pho­to­graph of a lady who seemed to him the ori­gin­al of Mrs. Root’s steam­er snap­shot, and this he had slipped in­to his jack­et pock­et.

			Hav­ing com­pleted his notes, he knocked the ashes out of his pipe and set out upon the busi­ness of the day. Re­turn­ing to St. John’s Wood Road, he in­ter­viewed Esler, the con­stable who had been sent to re­lieve Cald­well, and learned that no one had as yet ap­proached the house. Then he began to call at the ad­join­ing houses and near­er shops. At each he stated that he was look­ing for Mrs. Vane, but that her house was shut up, and asked if any­one could tell him how he might find her.

			Aware that in a great city neigh­bours might live be­side each oth­er for years without ever meet­ing, he did not hope for much res­ult, and at the first two houses at which he called he did not get any. But at the third he had an un­ex­pec­ted stroke of luck. The maid who opened the door seemed to know some­thing about the Vane house­hold. But she was sus­pi­cious, and on French’s put­ting his usu­al ques­tions, showed evid­ent un­will­ing­ness to give away in­form­a­tion. Keep­ing any sug­ges­tion of eager­ness out of his man­ner, French went on con­ver­sa­tion­ally:

			“I wanted to see Mrs. Vane about a ques­tion of the own­er­ship of a field in the coun­try near Can­ter­bury, where she used to live. I rep­res­ent Messrs. Hill & Lewe­sham, the so­li­cit­ors of Lin­coln’s Inn, and we want some in­form­a­tion about the bound­ar­ies of her fath­er’s place. It’s not ex­actly im­port­ant, but it would be worth five shil­lings to me to get in touch with her, and if you could see your way to help me, you’d have very fairly earned it.”

			The girl seemed im­pressed. She glanced back in­to the hall, came out in­to the porch, and draw­ing the door to after her, spoke rather hur­riedly.

			“I don’t know much about it,” she ex­plained, “but I’ll tell you what I can,” and she went on to say that on the pre­vi­ous Fri­day, that was five days earli­er, Mrs. Vane had got a cable that her hus­band in New York had met with a ser­i­ous ac­ci­dent and was dy­ing, and for her to go at once. She had packed hur­riedly and driv­en off to catch the boat train for Liv­er­pool, clos­ing the house. As to Mr. Vane him­self, the girl knew noth­ing. She seemed to con­sider him a neg­li­gible part of the es­tab­lish­ment. He was but sel­dom at home, and even then was rarely to be seen.

			French asked her how it came that she knew so much about the fam­ily, and she ex­plained that she and Mrs. Vane’s house­maid had be­come ac­quain­ted over her young gen­tle­man’s mod­el aero­plane, which had flown over the di­vid­ing wall in­to the grounds of Crewe Lodge, and which had been ig­no­mini­ously handed back by the girl in ques­tion. As a res­ult of the in­cid­ent an ac­quaint­ance had grown up between the two, in the course of which much in­form­a­tion as to their re­spect­ive em­ploy­ers had been ex­changed. On that Fri­day even­ing Mrs. Vane’s maid had called the nar­rat­or to the wall by means of a cer­tain sig­nal which they had de­vised, and had hur­riedly told her of her mis­tress’s sud­den call to Amer­ica, and also that the house was be­ing closed and the ser­vices of her­self and the cook dis­pensed with. “She’s in a most ter­rible fluster to catch the boat train,” the girl had said, “and we have to be out be­fore her so that she may lock up the house.” The girl had breath­lessly bid her friend good­bye and had van­ished.

			Though French was de­lighted to have learned these facts, they were not in them­selves all that he could have wished. The story of the hus­band in New York might be true, in which case a good deal of the the­ory he had been build­ing up would fall to the ground. It would, how­ever, be an easy mat­ter to find out wheth­er the lady really did sail on the date in ques­tion. He turned back to the ser­vant.

			“I should like very much to find that friend of yours,” he said. “Could you give me her name and ad­dress?”

			Her name, it ap­peared, was Susan Scott, but her ad­dress was not known. For a mo­ment French was at a loss, then by ju­di­cious ques­tions he eli­cited the facts that Miss Scott spoke like a Lon­don­er, and that she prob­ably pat­ron­ised one of the sev­er­al re­gistry of­fices to be found in the re­gion sur­round­ing the Edg­ware Road.

			“Now there is just one oth­er thing,” he ad­ded. “Can you tell me the name of the land­lord or agents of Crewe Lodge?”

			The girl was sorry she couldn’t.

			“Then of this house?” French per­sisted. “As they are close to­geth­er, the two places may be­long to the same man.”

			The girl did not know that either, but she said that her mas­ter would know, and that he had not yet gone out. French asked for an in­ter­view, and on stat­ing his iden­tity, re­ceived the in­form­a­tion that the agents for both houses were Messrs. Find­later & Hynd, of Cupples Street, be­hind the Hay­mar­ket.

			Think­ing he had got all the in­form­a­tion he could, French paid over his five shil­lings to the maid and took his de­par­ture.

			The next item on his pro­gramme was a vis­it to Mr. Wil­li­ams, and twenty minutes later he pushed open the door of the of­fice in Cock­spur Street. Mr. Wil­li­ams greeted him with what with him took the place of en­thu­si­asm.

			“Good day, In­spect­or,” he ex­claimed, “I’m glad to see you. You bring me some good news, I hope?”

			French sat down and drew from his pock­et the cab­in­et pho­to­graph of Mrs. Vane which he had found in that lady’s sit­ting-room.

			“I don’t know, Mr. Wil­li­ams,” he answered quietly, “wheth­er that will be news to you or not.”

			Mr. Wil­li­ams’s eyes flashed with ex­cite­ment as he saw the por­trait.

			“Bless my soul!” he cried. “Have you found her at last? Mrs. Root!”

			“That’s what I wanted to ask you. Are you sure it is Mrs. Root?”

			“Sure? Ab­so­lutely pos­it­ive. At least, that’s the wo­man who got my three thou­sand pounds, whatever her name may be. Have you found her?”

			“Well no,” French ad­mit­ted. “I’ve not found her yet. But I’m in hopes.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			“Un­for­tu­nately, there’s not much to tell. I’ve got in­form­a­tion to the ef­fect that this wo­man, the ori­gin­al of the pho­to­graph, left for New York last Fri­day. I don’t know if it’s true. If it is, the Amer­ic­an po­lice will get her on the ship.”

			Mr. Wil­li­ams pressed for de­tails, but French was reti­cent. How­ever, be­fore leav­ing he prom­ised to let the oth­er know the res­ult of his fur­ther in­quir­ies.

			From Cock­spur Street it was but a short dis­tance to the of­fice of the house agents, Messrs. Find­later & Hynd. Here French saw Mr. Hynd, and learned that the firm were agents for Crewe Lodge. But bey­ond this fact he learned little of in­terest and noth­ing help­ful. The house had been taken five years pre­vi­ously by Mrs. Vane, though Mr. Vane had signed the lease. They were very de­sir­able ten­ants, pay­ing their rent promptly and not de­mand­ing con­tinu­al re­pairs.

			“One more call be­fore lunch,” French thought, and a few minutes later he turned in­to the of­fice of the White Star line. Here, though it did not ex­actly sur­prise him, he re­ceived some in­form­a­tion which gave him con­sid­er­ably to think, and in­cid­ent­ally re­as­sured him that at last he was on the right track. No steam­er, either of the White Star or of any oth­er line, had left Liv­er­pool for Amer­ica be­fore the pre­vi­ous Sat­urday af­ter­noon, and there was no boat train from Eu­ston on the Fri­day night.

			Mrs. Vane was there­fore without any doubt the wo­man of whom he was in search, and her de­par­ture was def­in­itely a flight.

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				A Hot Scent

			
			In­spect­or French had now so many points of at­tack in his in­quiry that he felt some­what at a loss as to which he should pro­ceed with first. The tra­cing of Mrs. Vane was the im­me­di­ate goal, but it was by no means clear which par­tic­u­lar line of in­quiry would most surely and rap­idly lead to that end. Noth­ing would be easi­er than to spend time on side is­sues, and in this case a few hours might make all the dif­fer­ence between suc­cess and fail­ure. The lady had already had five days’ start, and he could not af­ford to al­low her to in­crease her lead by a single un­ne­ces­sary minute.

			He con­sidered the mat­ter while he lunched, even­tu­ally con­clud­ing that the first step was the dis­cov­ery of the maid, Susan Scott. The pre­lim­in­ary spade­work of this re­quired no skill and could be done by an as­sist­ant, leav­ing him­self free for oth­er in­quir­ies.

			Ac­cord­ingly he re­turned to the Yard and set two men to work, one to make a list of all the re­gistry of­fices in the Edg­ware Road dis­trict, the oth­er to ring up those agen­cies one by one and in­quire if the girl’s name was on their books. Then he went in to see his chief, told him of his dis­cov­er­ies, and ob­tained the ne­ces­sary au­thor­ity to in­ter­rog­ate the man­ager of Mrs. Vane’s bank on the af­fairs of that lady.

			He reached the bank just be­fore clos­ing time and was soon closeted with the man­ager. Mr. Har­rod, once sat­is­fied that his usu­al pro­fes­sion­al reti­cence might in this case be set aside, gave him some quite in­ter­est­ing in­form­a­tion. Mrs. Vane had opened an ac­count with him some five years earli­er, about the same time, French noted, as the house in St. John’s Wood Road had been leased. Her de­pos­it had not been large, sel­dom amount­ing to and nev­er ex­ceed­ing a thou­sand pounds. It had stood at from four to eight hun­dred un­til com­par­at­ively re­cently, but with­in the past few months it had dwindled un­til some ten weeks earli­er it had van­ished al­to­geth­er. In­deed, the pay­ment of a cheque presen­ted at this peri­od had in­volved an over­draft of some fif­teen pounds, and the tell­er had con­sul­ted Mr. Har­rod be­fore cash­ing it. Mr. Har­rod, know­ing Crewe Lodge and the scale on which the Vanes lived, had not hes­it­ated in giv­ing the ne­ces­sary au­thor­ity, and his judg­ment had proved cor­rect, for some three days later Mrs. Vane had per­son­ally lodged over £100. This had since been drawn upon, and there re­mained at the present time a bal­ance of el­ev­en pounds odd in the lady’s fa­vour.

			All this in­form­a­tion seemed to French to work in with the case he was en­deav­our­ing to make. The Vanes had ap­par­ently been liv­ing bey­ond their in­come, or at least Mrs. Vane had been liv­ing bey­ond hers, and she was find­ing it in­creas­ingly dif­fi­cult to make ends meet. He did not see that any oth­er in­ter­pret­a­tion of the dwind­ling bal­ance and the over­draft could be found. That over­draft rep­res­en­ted, he ima­gined, part of the lady’s tick­et to Amer­ica. Then a hun­dred pounds was paid in on the very next day, as he soon saw, to that on which Mr. Wil­li­ams had paid Mrs. X her £3,000. Here was at least a sug­ges­tion of motive for the rob­bery, and also the first fruits of its ac­com­plish­ment. Moreover the sub­sequent with­draw­al of all but a small bal­ance, left doubt­less to dis­arm sus­pi­cion, would un­ques­tion­ably work in with the the­ory of flight. On the whole, French was well pleased with the res­ults of his call.

			But he was even more pleased to find on his re­turn to the Yard that his as­sist­ants had loc­ated a re­gistry of­fice whose books in­cluded the name of Susan Scott. By some ex­traordin­ary chance, the very first call they made struck oil. The men, of course, had real­ised that there must be many Susan Scotts in Lon­don, but when they found that this one had placed her name on the firm’s books on the day after Mrs. Vane’s de­par­ture, they felt sure that they were on the right track. They had not, there­fore, pro­ceeded fur­ther with their in­quiry, but had spent their time try­ing to loc­ate the In­spect­or with the ob­ject of passing on the in­form­a­tion with the min­im­um of delay.

			The ad­dress was Mrs. Gill, 75 Horsewell Street, Edg­ware Road, and thith­er be­fore many minutes had passed In­spect­or French was wend­ing his way. The re­gistry of­fice was a small con­cern, con­sist­ing of only two rooms in a private house in a quiet street run­ning out of Edg­ware Road. In the out­er were two young wo­men of the ser­vant class, and these eyed French curi­ously, evid­ently see­ing in him a pro­spect­ive em­ploy­er. Mrs. Gill was en­gaged with a third girl, but a few seconds after French’s ar­rival she took her de­par­ture and he was called in­to the private room.

			The lady was not at first in­clined to be com­mu­nic­at­ive. But when French re­vealed his pro­fes­sion and threatened her with the powers and majesty of the law, she be­came pro­fusely apo­lo­get­ic and anxious to help. She looked up her books and in­formed him that the girl was lodging at No. 31 Nor­folk Ter­race, Mistle­toe Road.

			As it was close by, French walked to the place. Here again his luck held in a way that he began to con­sider al­most un­canny. A tall, coarsely good-look­ing blonde opened the door and an­nounced in an­swer to his in­quiry that she her­self was Miss Scott. Soon he was sit­ting op­pos­ite to her in a tiny par­lour, while she stared at him with some­thing ap­proach­ing in­solence out of her rather bold eyes.

			French, siz­ing her up rap­idly, was cour­teous but firm. He began by os­ten­ta­tiously lay­ing his note­book on the table, open­ing it at a fresh page, and after say­ing, “Miss Susan Scott, isn’t it?” wrote the name at the head of the sheet.

			“Now, Miss Scott,” he an­nounced briskly, “I am In­spect­or French from Scot­land Yard, and I am in­vest­ig­at­ing a case of murder and rob­bery.” He paused, and see­ing the girl was duly im­pressed, con­tin­ued, “It hap­pens that your re­cent mis­tress, Mrs. Vane, is wanted to give evid­ence in the case, and I have come to you for some in­form­a­tion about where to find her.”

			The girl made an ex­clam­a­tion of sur­prise, and a look, partly of fear and partly of thrilled de­light, ap­peared in her blue eyes.

			“I don’t know any­thing about her,” she de­clared.

			“I’m sure you know quite a lot,” French re­turned. “All I want is to ask you some ques­tions. If you an­swer them truly, you have noth­ing to fear, but, as you prob­ably know, there are very ser­i­ous pen­al­ties in­deed for keep­ing back evid­ence. You could be sent to pris­on for that.”

			Hav­ing by these re­marks ban­ished the girl’s look of in­solence and re­duced her to a suit­able frame of mind, French got on to busi­ness.

			“Am I right in be­liev­ing that you have been un­til last Fri­day house and par­lour­maid to Mrs. Vane, of Crewe Lodge, St. John’s Wood Road?”

			“Yes, I was there for about three months.”

			French, to as­sist not only his own memory but the im­press­ive­ness of the in­ter­view, noted the reply in his book.

			“Three months,” he re­peated de­lib­er­ately. “Very good. Now, why did you leave?”

			“Be­cause I had to,” the girl said sulkily. “Mrs. Vane was clos­ing the house.”

			French nod­ded.

			“So I un­der­stood. Tell me what happened, please; just in your own words.”

			“She came in that af­ter­noon shortly be­fore four, all fussed like and hur­ry­ing, and said she was leav­ing im­me­di­ately for New York. She said she had just had a cable that Mr. Vane had had an ac­ci­dent there, and they were afraid he wouldn’t get over it. She said for cook to get her some tea while I helped her pack. She just threw her clothes in her suit­cases. My word, if I had done pack­ing like that I shouldn’t half have copped it! By the time she’d fin­ished, cook had tea ready, and while mis­tress was hav­ing it, cook and I packed. I star­ted to clear away the tea things, but mis­tress said there wasn’t time for that, for me just to leave them and run out and get two tax­is. She said there was a spe­cial for the Amer­ic­an boat that she must catch. So I got the tax­is, and she got in­to one and cook and I in­to the oth­er, and we drove away to­geth­er, and that’s all I know about it.”

			“What time was that?”

			“About half-past four, I should think. I didn’t look.”

			“Where did you get the tax­is?”

			“On the stand at the end of Gardiner Street.”

			“Who gave Mrs. Vane’s taxi man his ad­dress?”

			“I did. It was Eu­ston.”

			“It was rather hard lines on you and the cook, turn­ing you out like that at a mo­ment’s no­tice. I hope she made it up to you?”

			Miss Scott smiled scorn­fully.

			“That was all right,” she answered. “We told her about it, and she gave us a fiver apiece, as well as our month’s wages.”

			“Not so bad,” French ad­mit­ted. “Who locked up the house?”

			“She did, and took the key.”

			“And what happened to you and cook?”

			“We drove on here and I got out. This is my sis­ter’s house, you un­der­stand. Cook went on to Pad­ding­ton. She lives in Read­ing or some­where down that way. Mrs. Vane said that when she came back she would look us up, and if we were dis­en­gaged we could come back to her. But she said not to keep out of a place for her, as she didn’t know how long she might have to stay in Amer­ica.”

			French paused in thought, then went on:

			“Was Mrs. Vane much from home while you were with her?”

			“No, she was only away once. But she stayed over three weeks that time. It’s a bit strange that it was an ac­ci­dent, too. Her sis­ter in Scot­land fell and broke her col­lar bone, so she told us, and she had to go to keep house till she was bet­ter. Some­where in Scot­land, she said.”

			“When was that?”

			The girl hes­it­ated.

			“I don’t know that I could say ex­actly,” she answered at last. “She’s back about six weeks or two months, and she left over three weeks be­fore that, about a couple of weeks after I went. Say about ten weeks al­to­geth­er.”

			This was dis­tinctly sat­is­fact­ory. Mrs. Vane’s ab­sence seemed to cov­er the peri­od of Mrs. X’s vis­it to Amer­ica.

			“I should like to fix the ex­act dates if I could,” French per­sisted, “or at least the date she came back. Just think, will you, please. Is there noth­ing you can re­mem­ber by?”

			The girl pre­sum­ably thought, for she was si­lent for some mo­ments, but her co­git­a­tions were un­pro­duct­ive. She shook her head.

			“Did you stay in the house while she was away?”

			“No. I came here and cook went home.”

			This was bet­ter. The at­ten­tion of a num­ber of people had been drawn to the date, and some one of them should surely be able to fix it.

			“On what day of the week did you go back?” French promp­ted.

			The girl con­sidered this.

			“It was a Thursday,” she said at last. “I re­mem­ber that now, be­cause Thursday is my night out, and I re­membered think­ing that that week I shouldn’t get it.”

			French was de­lighted with the reply. It was on a Thursday night, sev­en weeks earli­er, that Mrs. X had driv­en from the Sa­voy to Vic­tor­ia, left her boxes there, and van­ished. The thing was work­ing in.

			“What time of the day did she ar­rive?”

			“In the even­ing.” Miss Scott answered promptly this time. “It was about half eight or a quarter to nine.”

			Bet­ter and bet­ter! Mrs. X left the Sa­voy shortly be­fore eight, and it would take her about three-quar­ters of an hour to drive to Vic­tor­ia, leave her trunks in the left lug­gage of­fice, and get out to St. John’s Wood Road.

			“Now,” French went on, “if you or your sis­ter could just re­mem­ber the week that happened, I should be very much ob­liged.”

			Susan Scott sat with a heavy frown on her rather pretty fea­tures. Con­cen­trated thought was evid­ently an un­wonted ex­er­cise. But at last her ef­forts bore fruit.

			“I’ve got it now,” she said with some­thing of tri­umph in her tone. “It was the last week of Novem­ber. I re­mem­ber it be­cause my broth­er-in-law got his new job in the first week of Decem­ber, and that was the fol­low­ing Monday. I heard that much about his job that I ought to know.”

			French had scarcely doubted that this would prove to be the date, but it was most ex­cel­lent to have it fixed in so def­in­ite a man­ner. He felt that he was pro­gress­ing in his weav­ing of the net round the elu­sive Mrs. X.

			“That’s very good,” he said ap­prov­ingly. “Now will you tell me about Mr. Vane?”

			The girl sniffed.

			“Him?” she said scorn­fully. “There ain’t much to tell about him. He didn’t trouble us much with his com­pany.”

			“How was that? Did they not get on? Re­mem­ber we’re speak­ing in con­fid­ence.”

			“Why, I nev­er even saw him. He didn’t turn up all the three months I was there. But I heard about him from cook. He was away all the time or next thing to it. When he did come, it was gen­er­ally for two days. He would come late in the even­ing, so cook said, and stay for two days without ever go­ing so much as out­side the door, and then go away again in the even­ing.”

			“You mean that if he came, say, on a Monday night, he would stay un­til the fol­low­ing Wed­nes­day night?”

			“Yes; or some­times for three days, so cook said.”

			“What time in the even­ing would he come and go?”

			“About half-past ten he al­ways came, and a little be­fore eight he left.”

			“Do you mean that he ar­rived and left at the same time on each vis­it?”

			“Yes, al­ways about the same time.”

			“After dark?”

			“No. Just at those times. It was the same sum­mer and winter. At least, that’s all what cook told me. We talked about it many a time. She thought he was balmy.”

			French was some­what puzzled by this in­form­a­tion. The whole story had what he called with a fine dis­reg­ard for meta­phor­ic­al pur­ity, a “fishy ring.” At first it had looked un­com­monly like as if Mr. Vane were pay­ing clandes­tine vis­its to his own house, and, if so, he might well be the man the old stage door­keep­er had spoken of, and still have an­oth­er es­tab­lish­ment else­where. But this last an­swer seemed to sug­gest some oth­er ex­plan­a­tion of Vane’s mys­ter­i­ous move­ments. After a pause, French went on:

			“Did it ever strike you he was try­ing to keep his vis­its secret?”

			“I can’t say it did,” the girl answered with ap­par­ent re­gret. “Cook nev­er said that. But,” more hope­fully, “it might have been that, mightn’t it?”

			“I don’t know,” French re­joined. “I’m ask­ing you.”

			Miss Scott didn’t know either, but in her opin­ion the In­spect­or’s sug­ges­tion might well be the truth. French noted the mat­ter as one for fu­ture con­sid­er­a­tion as he con­tin­ued his in­ter­rog­a­tion.

			“What was Mr. Vane like in ap­pear­ance? Did cook ever say?”

			Cook, it ap­peared, had sup­plied in­form­a­tion on this point also. Even French, who knew the ways of ser­vants, was amazed at the de­tailed thor­ough­ness with which these two had evid­ently dis­cussed their em­ploy­ers’ af­fairs. Mr. Vane was tall, but stooped, with a sal­low com­plex­ion, a heavy dark mous­tache, and glasses.

			As French listened to this de­scrip­tion an al­most in­cred­ible idea flashed in­to his mind. He seemed to see a vis­ion of the Duke & Pe­abody of­fice in Am­s­ter­dam, and to hear again the voice of the dap­per agent, Schoofs, say­ing: “A tall man, but stooped, with a sal­low com­plex­ion, a heavy dark mous­tache, and glasses.” Could it be? Could this mys­ter­i­ous Mr. Vane be none oth­er than his old ac­quaint­ance, Vander­kemp?

			For a time he sat mo­tion­less, lost in thought, as he con­sidered the pos­sib­il­ity. It would cer­tainly clear up a good deal that was mys­ter­i­ous in the case. It would ac­count for Vander­kemp’s ac­tions pre­vi­ous to the murder, as well as his bolt to Switzer­land; it would sup­ply a cause for Sylvia Duke’s per­turb­a­tion and for the post­pone­ment of the wed­ding; and it would ex­plain how Mrs. Vane re­ceived her warn­ing, Mr. Duke hav­ing stated he would, without delay, tell Vander­kemp of the dis­cov­ery of Cis­sie Winter. The choice of the name Vane even ten­ded in the same dir­ec­tion. There were ad­vant­ages in an ali­as be­gin­ning with the same let­ter as the real name, lest an in­ad­vert­ent ini­tial on cloth­ing or else­where should give the secret away. Moreover, the the­ory in­volved noth­ing in­her­ently im­possible. Vander­kemp was then, and had been for some time, os­tens­ibly on an ex­ten­ded tour in the United States, so that, as far as he could see at present an alibi was out of the ques­tion.

			At first sight it seemed to French as if he had hit on the solu­tion of the mys­tery, but as he con­tin­ued turn­ing it over in his mind he be­came less and less cer­tain. Sev­er­al im­port­ant points were not covered by the the­ory. First of all, it did not, in his opin­ion, square with Vander­kemp’s per­son­al­ity. The In­spect­or had a very ex­al­ted opin­ion of his own powers as a read­er of char­ac­ter—with con­sid­er­able jus­ti­fic­a­tion, it must be ad­mit­ted—and the more he thought of Vander­kemp’s bear­ing dur­ing their mo­ment­ous in­ter­view at Bar­celona, the more sat­is­fied he felt of the trav­el­ler’s in­no­cence. He found it hard to be­lieve, fur­ther, that a man who had just be­nefited to the ex­tent of over £30,000 would be able to deny him­self at least a very slight bet­ter­ment in his stand­ard of liv­ing. But the real dif­fi­culty was to con­nect Vander­kemp with Miss Winter’s es­capade with the six­teen dia­monds. How did she re­ceive them? She was in the Sa­voy build­ing all the time between the theft at Hat­ton Garden and the trav­el­ler’s de­par­ture from Lon­don, and it was there­fore im­possible that they could have met. Nor did French think it likely that so dan­ger­ous a pack­age would have been en­trus­ted to oth­er hands or to the post.

			Here were un­doubted ob­jec­tions to the the­ory, nev­er­the­less French felt a pleas­ur­able glow of ex­cite­ment as he wondered if they could not be met and if he really had not reached the last lap of his long in­vest­ig­a­tion. He de­term­ined that his first ac­tion on reach­ing the Yard would be to put the mat­ter to the test.

			Hav­ing ar­rived at this de­cision, he turned again to Miss Scott.

			“I should like cook’s ad­dress, please.”

			Miss Scott did not know cook’s ad­dress. She be­lieved the wo­man lived some­where down near Read­ing, but more than that she could not say, ex­cept that her name was Jane Hud­son, and that she was small and stout and lively.

			French felt that if he wanted the wo­man he could find her from this in­form­a­tion. He scarcely hoped that she would be able to tell him more than the par­lour­maid, but thought that it might be worth while to have her looked up on chance, and he de­cided to give the ne­ces­sary in­struc­tions to one of his men on his re­turn to the Yard.

			By this time it was evid­ent that Miss Scott had ex­hausted her stock of in­form­a­tion, and he presently took leave of her, hav­ing asked her to ring him up if she heard or saw any­thing either of cook or of her former em­ploy­ers.

			Re­turn­ing to the Yard he rang up the Hat­ton Garden of­fice, and hav­ing ob­tained Vander­kemp’s last known ad­dress, sent a cable to the United States po­lice, ask­ing that in­quir­ies should be made as to the man’s where­abouts.

			His next busi­ness was to find the man who had driv­en Mrs. Vane to Eu­ston. A few minutes’ walk took him to Gardiner Street, and he soon reached the cab rank. Five vehicles were lined up, and he called the drivers to­geth­er and ex­plained his busi­ness. He took a strong line, de­mand­ing in­form­a­tion as a right in his ca­pa­city of an of­ficer of the C.I.D. It had im­me­di­ate ef­fect.

			One of the drivers said that he and the man next on the rank were called to Crewe Lodge by a rather pretty girl about 4:30 on the af­ter­noon in ques­tion. It looked as if the house was be­ing closed. A lady, ap­par­ently the mis­tress, got in­to his friend’s taxi and was driv­en off, then the girl who had called him and a friend—he took them to be ser­vants—entered his car and fol­lowed. He set the girl down at some street off Maida Vale—Thistle Road or Mistle­toe Road—he wasn’t just sure, and took the oth­er wo­man on to Pad­ding­ton. The col­league who had driv­en the lady was not then on the stand, but he had been gone a con­sid­er­able time and might turn up any mo­ment. Would the In­spect­or wait, or should the man be sent on to the Yard on his re­turn?

			French de­cided to wait, and in less than half an hour he was re­war­ded by the ap­pear­ance of the car. Tax­i­man James Tuck­er re­membered the even­ing in ques­tion. He had fol­lowed his con­frère to Crewe Lodge, and a lady whom he took to be the mis­tress of the house had entered his vehicle. The girl who had called him from the stand had told him to drive to Eu­ston, and he had star­ted off through North Gate and along Al­bert Road. But when he had nearly reached the sta­tion the lady had spoken to him through the tube. She had said that she had changed her mind, and would go on to St. Pan­cras. He had ac­cord­ingly driv­en to the lat­ter sta­tion, where the lady had paid him off.

			“Had she any lug­gage?” French asked.

			Yes, she had two or three—the man could not be quite sure—but either two or three suit­cases. No, there wouldn’t be any note of them on his daily re­turn as they were car­ried in­side the vehicle. The lady got a port­er at St. Pan­cras, he be­lieved, but he could not identi­fy the man now. No, she had spoken to no one dur­ing the jour­ney, and he could not sug­gest any reas­on why she should have changed her mind.

			In­quir­ies at St. Pan­cras seemed to French to be the next item on his pro­gramme, and en­ter­ing Tuck­er’s vehicle, he was driv­en to the old Mid­land ter­minus. Where, French wondered, had his quarry been go­ing? With Tuck­er’s help he fixed a few minutes be­fore 5:00 as the hour of the lady’s ar­rival, and then, after pay­ing the man off, he went to the timetables to find out what trains left about that hour.

			In the nature of the case—a wo­man mak­ing a hur­ried flight from the at­ten­tions of the po­lice—he thought it more than likely that the jour­ney would have been to some dis­tant place. While a very clev­er fu­git­ive might re­cog­nise that a change to an­oth­er part of Lon­don was per­haps his safest policy, the men­tal­ity of the av­er­age crim­in­al leaned to­wards put­ting as many miles as pos­sible between him­self and the scene of his crime. It was by no means a sound de­duc­tion, but in the ab­sence of any­thing bet­ter, he thought the main line trains should be first con­sidered.

			He looked up the tables and was struck at once by the fact that an im­port­ant ex­press left at 5:00 p.m. It called at Not­ting­ham, Chester­field, Shef­field, and Leeds, and there were con­nec­tions to Har­rog­ate, Brad­ford, More­cambe, and Hey­sham for the Bel­fast boat. But any one of these places might be the start­ing-point of some fur­ther jour­ney, and un­less he got a lead of some kind it was quite hope­less to try to fol­low the trav­el­ler. Be­sides, she might not have gone by this train. There was a 5:05 stop­ping train to Northamp­ton, a 5:35 to Not­ting­ham, stop­ping at a num­ber of in­ter­me­di­ate places, and a 6:15 ex­press to the north, not to men­tion loc­al trains. No, he did not see that much was to be gained from the timetables.

			He made what in­quir­ies he could at the sta­tion, ex­hib­it­ing the lady’s pho­to­graph to of­fi­cials who were on duty when the trains in ques­tion were start­ing. It was, of course, a for­lorn hope, and he was not greatly dis­ap­poin­ted when it led to noth­ing.

			As an­oth­er for­lorn hope, he wired to the po­lice at Not­ting­ham, Chester­field, Shef­field, Leeds, Har­rog­ate, Brad­ford, More­cambe, Hey­sham, and Bel­fast, say­ing that the wo­man re­ferred to in page four of the pre­vi­ous week’s Bul­let­in was be­lieved to have gone to their re­spect­ive towns, and ur­ging that a vi­gil­ant lookout be kept for her.

			French once more felt baffled. Again in this ex­as­per­at­ing case he was left at a loose end. The in­form­a­tion he gained al­ways seemed to fail him at the crit­ic­al mo­ment. In some­thing very like des­per­a­tion he sat down that even­ing at his desk and spent a couple of hours go­ing through his notes of the case, won­der­ing if by any chance he could find some fur­ther clue which he had hitherto over­looked. After care­ful thought, he de­cided that there was still one line of re­search un­ex­plored—an un­prom­ising line, doubt­less, but still a line. That list of deal­ings on the Stock Ex­change: could any­thing be made of that? Would, for ex­ample, the sec­ret­ar­ies of the vari­ous firms be able to tell him who had car­ried out the trans­ac­tions in ques­tion? If so, it should lead to Mrs. Vane or to someone who knew her in­tim­ately. He was not hope­ful of the res­ult, but he de­cided that if next day he had no oth­er news he would look in­to it.

		
	
		
			
				XVII

				A Deal in Stocks

			
			Full of his new idea, French on ar­rival at his of­fice on the fol­low­ing morn­ing took from his archives the let­ter ad­dressed to Mrs. Vane which he had found in the box on that lady’s hall door and spread it out be­fore him on his desk.

			As he looked down the list of sales and pur­chases of stock, he was struck once again not only by the sur­pris­ing num­ber of the trans­ac­tions, but also of the di­versity of the stocks dealt in. There were Brit­ish War Loan, Co­lo­ni­al Gov­ern­ment and for­eign rail­way stocks, as well as those of banks, in­sur­ance com­pan­ies, stores, and vari­ous in­dus­tri­al con­cerns—some five-and-twenty al­to­geth­er. He wondered from which of them he would be most likely to ob­tain the de­sired in­form­a­tion.

			Fi­nally he se­lec­ted James Bark­er and The Daily Look­ing Glass, and tak­ing the lat­ter first, he went to the re­gistered of­fices of the com­pany and asked to see the sec­ret­ary. His ques­tion was a simple one. In his in­vest­ig­a­tions of the af­fairs of a sus­pect, he had come across a memor­andum of the sale of £895 19s. 8d. worth of Daily Look­ing Glass or­din­ary stock. Could the sec­ret­ary please in­form him either of the parties to the trans­ac­tion or of the stock­broker through whom it was car­ried out?

			The sec­ret­ary was du­bi­ous. He asked French the date of the sale, and when the lat­ter replied that he did not know, dilated on the com­plex­ity of the search. This ig­nor­ance as to time, to­geth­er with the con­stantly vary­ing value of the stock, made the sale very dif­fi­cult to trace; in fact he was not sure that the in­form­a­tion could be ob­tained. French in his turn dilated on the ur­gency and im­port­ance of the mat­ter, with the res­ult that two clerks were set to work and a re­port prom­ised for the earli­est pos­sible mo­ment.

			So far so good, but this was not enough. French went on to James Bark­er’s, where he set sim­il­ar in­quir­ies on foot. Then, anxious to leave no stone un­turned, he asked the same ques­tions at the re­gistered of­fice of the Pi­cardie Hotel.

			The lat­ter was the first to reply. The sec­ret­ary tele­phoned to say that he had had a care­ful search made, and that no trans­ac­tion cov­er­ing the ex­act amount in ques­tion had taken place. Noth­ing with­in eight pounds of the fig­ure giv­en by In­spect­or French had been dealt with.

			He had scarcely fin­ished the con­ver­sa­tion when the sec­ret­ary of James Bark­er rang up. He, too, had made a care­ful search for sev­er­al years back, and he, too, had found that stock of the amount men­tioned by the In­spect­or had not changed hands dur­ing the peri­od. On the 2nd March pre­vi­ously a sale had taken place of slightly over a pound more than the In­spect­or’s fig­ure, £1 2s. 1d. to be ex­act, but with the ex­cep­tion of this there was noth­ing very close to it. An hour later came a sim­il­ar reply from the Pi­cardie Hotel. No trans­ac­tion could be traced with­in ten pounds of the amount men­tioned by the In­spect­or.

			Could the dis­crep­an­cies, French wondered, rep­res­ent broker’s com­mis­sion, stamp du­ties or tax of some kind? To make sure of this would, he thought, be a te­di­ous busi­ness, in­volving re­search through the books of a con­sid­er­able num­ber of the com­pan­ies con­cerned. He was rather ig­nor­ant of the busi­ness of stock­brok­ing, and he had no idea of the scale of the brokers’ fees nor how these were paid. He thought, how­ever, that if in the case of, say, six com­pan­ies, a note were made of the names of those con­cerned with all trans­ac­tions of amounts ap­prox­im­at­ing to those men­tioned in Mrs. Vane’s let­ter, and if the same broker, seller, or pur­chaser oc­curred in the deals of each com­pany, he would be jus­ti­fied in as­sum­ing that per­son had some con­nec­tion with Mrs. Vane. It was some­what com­plic­ated as well as un­pleas­antly vague, but it did at least rep­res­ent a clue. French de­cided he would get on with it, though ex­actly how he did not see.

			After some thought he de­cided he would put his prob­lem be­fore a stock­broker friend of his own. George Hewett was ju­ni­or part­ner of a small firm with of­fices in Nor­folk Street off the Strand, and French, hav­ing made an ap­point­ment for fif­teen minutes later, put the list in his pock­et and set off to walk along the Em­bank­ment.

			His friend greeted him as a long-lost broth­er, and after light­ing up ci­gars, they dis­cussed old times as well as the test­a­ment­ary af­fairs of one Bolsov­er, de­ceased, which had in­volved a Chan­cery ac­tion in which Hewett had giv­en evid­ence. That sub­ject ex­hausted, French turned to his im­me­di­ate busi­ness. He handed his list to the oth­er, and telling his story, ended up by ask­ing for an ex­pert opin­ion on the whole af­fair.

			The stock­broker took the pa­per and glanced rap­idly down it; then he began to re­read it more slowly. French sat watch­ing him, puff­ing the while at his ci­gar. Fi­nally the oth­er made his pro­nounce­ment.

			“Hanged if I know, French. It is evid­ently a state­ment of someone’s deal­ings in the money mar­ket, but it’s not in the form a pro­fes­sion­al man would use. In fact, I nev­er saw any­thing quite like it be­fore.”

			“Yes?” French promp­ted. “In what way is it dif­fer­ent from what you’re ac­cus­tomed to?”

			Hewett shrugged his shoulders.

			“I sup­pose if I said in every way, I shouldn’t be far wrong. First place, there are no dates for the trans­ac­tions. Of course if the state­ment was only in­ten­ded to show the net res­ult of the deals the dates wouldn’t so much mat­ter, but a stock­broker would have put them in. Then it’s im­possible to get at any idea back of the sales. You see here that 4% War Loan was sold and 5% War Loan was bought; Great West­erns were sold and North-East­erns bought, while Aus­trali­an 6% was sold and Brit­ish East Africa 6% bought. These stocks are all pretty much the same in value, and there was noth­ing to be gained by selling one and buy­ing an­oth­er. Same way no sens­ible man would sell Al­li­ance As­sur­ance and buy Am­al­gam­ated Oils. You get what I mean?”

			“Quite. But mightn’t the op­er­at­or have been ig­nor­ant or misled as to the val­ues?”

			“Of course he might, and no doubt was. But even al­low­ing for that, he’s had a rum no­tion of stock ex­change busi­ness. Then these small items are un­usu­al. What does ‘bal­ances’ mean? And why are ‘tele­grams’ shown as a sale and not a pur­chase? I don’t mind ad­mit­ting, French, that the thing beats me. It’s the sort of busi­ness you’d ex­pect to be done on the stock ex­change in Bed­lam, if there is one.”

			“I tried to get at the op­er­at­or through the sec­ret­ar­ies of some of those com­pan­ies, but that was no good.”

			“Which ones?”

			“The Daily Look­ing Glass, James Bark­er, and the Pi­cardie Hotel.”

			“And they couldn’t help you?”

			“They said no trans­ac­tions of those ex­act fig­ures had been car­ried out. The nearest were with­in a few pounds of what I wanted. I wondered would the amounts in­clude brokers’ fees or stamp duty or taxes of any kind which would ac­count for the dif­fer­ence?”

			“I don’t think so.” Hewett pored in si­lence over the pa­per for some seconds, then he turned and faced his vis­it­or. “Look here,” he went on de­lib­er­ately, “do you want to know what I think?”

			“That’s what I came for,” French re­minded him.

			“Very well, I’ll tell you. I think the whole thing is just a bloom­ing fraud. And do you know what makes me sure of it?”

			French shook his head.

			“Well, it’s a thing you might have found out for your­self. It doesn’t add. Those fig­ures at the bot­tom are not the sum of the lines. The thing’s just a bloom­ing fraud.”

			French cursed him­self for his over­sight, then sud­denly a start­ling idea flashed in­to his mind. Sup­pose this list of sales and pur­chases had noth­ing whatever to do with fin­ance. Sup­pose it con­veyed a hid­den mes­sage by means of some secret code or cipher. Was that a pos­sib­il­ity? His voice trembled slightly, as with a haste ver­ging on some­thing very dif­fer­ent from his usu­al Soapy Joe po­lite­ness he took his leave.

			He hur­ried back to the Yard, eagerly anxious to get to work on his new in­spir­a­tion, and reach­ing his of­fice he spread the list on his desk and sat down to study it. It read:

			
				Stock and Share List
				
					
							
							Bought
							Sold
					

					
							£
							
							s.
						
							
							d.
						
							£
							
							s.
						
							
							d.
						
					

				
				
					
							1. War Loan 5%
							328
							4
							2
							
					

					
							2. Aus­tralia 6%
							
							568
							5
							0
					

					
							3. Great West­ern Ord.
							
							1,039
							1
							3
					

					
							4. As­so­ci­ated News Ord.
							936
							6
							3
							
					

					
							5. Aer­ated Bread
							713
							9
							2
							
					

					
							6. Barclay’s Bank
							991
							18
							1
							
					

					
							7. Al­li­ance As­sur­ance
							
							394
							10
							19
					

					
							8. Ly­ons
							
							463
							17
							5
					

					
							9. Pi­cardie Hotel
							
							205
							14
							11
					

					
							10. Anglo-Amer­ic­an Oil
							
							748
							3
							9
					

					
							11. War Loan 4%
							
							403
							18
							10
					

					
							12. Brit­ish East Africa 6%
							401
							3
							9
							
					

					
							13. L. & N.E.
							292
							1
							1
							
					

					
							14. Brit. Amer­ic­an To­bacco
							898
							5
							7
							
					

					
							15. Army & Navy Stores
							
							1,039
							0
							4
					

					
							16. Lloyd’s Bank
							
							586
							10
							10
					

					
							17. At­las As­sur­ance
							
							922
							4
							5
					

					
							18. Tele­grams
							
							
							16
							7
					

					
							19. Maple
							
							90
							19
							6
					

					
							20. Map­pin & Webb
							463
							4
							5
							
					

					
							21. Am­al­gam­ated Oils
							748
							5
							7
							
					

					
							22. War Loan 4½%
							
							568
							2
							3
					

					
							23. Ca­na­dian Govt. 3½%
							958
							5
							6
							
					

					
							24. Bal­ances
							
							17
							3
							
					

					
							25. Met­ro­pol­it­an Rail­way
							812
							10
							4
							
					

					
							
							26.
							Daily Look­ing Glass
							Ord.
						
							
							895
							19
							8
					

					
							27. J. Bark­er
							
							371
							18
							11
					

				
				
					
							
							£6,935
							12
							1
							£9,127
							18
							2
					

					
							
							6,935
							12
							1
					

					
							
							£2,192
							6
							1
					

				
			

			The first ques­tion which oc­curred to French was wheth­er, as­sum­ing the list did con­tain some secret mes­sage, this was hid­den in the names of the stocks or in the money, or in both?

			Tak­ing the former idea first, he began try­ing to form words out of cer­tain let­ters of the names, se­lec­ted on vari­ous plans. The ini­tials, W, A, G, A, A, … were not prom­ising, even when read bot­tom up­wards, J, D, M, B, C. … Nor were the fi­nal let­ters, down­wards and up­wards, any bet­ter. Those next the ini­tials and the pen­ul­tim­ates were equally hope­less, nor did di­ag­on­al ar­range­ments prom­ise bet­ter.

			French tried every plan he could think of, work­ing stead­ily and meth­od­ic­ally through the vari­ous cases of each, and not leav­ing it un­til he was sat­is­fied that he was on the wrong track. He came on no solu­tion, but he did make one dis­cov­ery which seemed to in­dic­ate that the mes­sage, if such ex­is­ted, was con­tained in the money columns rather than in the names. He no­ticed that in the ma­jor­ity of cases the names of the vari­ous stocks began with one of the earli­er let­ters of the al­pha­bet, and where this did not ob­tain, the stock in ques­tion was one of the first of that kind of stock to be quoted. He picked up a Daily Mail and looked at the fin­an­cial page. The stocks were di­vided un­der vari­ous head­ings, Brit­ish Stocks, Over­seas Domin­ions, Home Rail­ways, Ca­na­dian and For­eign Rail­ways, and such­like. The first di­vi­sion was Brit­ish Stocks, and the first item in it was War Loan 5%. But the first item on Mrs. Vane’s list was War Loan 5%.

			The second item on the list was Aus­tralia 6%, and re­fer­ring to the Daily Mail once more, French saw that Aus­tralia 6% was the first item on the second di­vi­sion. This was suf­fi­ciently in­ter­est­ing, but when he found that the next five items, Great West­ern, As­so­ci­ated News, Aer­ated Bread, Barclay’s Bank, and Al­li­ance As­sur­ance were each the first of their re­spect­ive di­vi­sions, he felt he had stumbled upon some­thing more than a co­in­cid­ence.

			He reex­amined the list on this new basis, only to find his con­clu­sions veri­fied. Ap­par­ently the per­son writ­ing it had simply copied down the stocks giv­en in some pa­per—prob­ably the Daily Mail. In or­der to ob­tain vari­ety and to make an un­sus­pi­cious-look­ing list, he had not simply copied them con­sec­ut­ively; he had taken the first out of each di­vi­sion. Then he had gone over the di­vi­sions again, us­ing the second name in each case, and so on un­til he had ob­tained the whole twenty-five names that he had re­quired. It had not been done with ab­so­lute ac­cur­acy, but there was no doubt of the gen­er­al meth­od. From this it fol­lowed that any mes­sage which the list might con­vey was con­tained in the money columns, and French ac­cord­ingly trans­ferred his at­ten­tion to the lat­ter.

			The amounts ex­ten­ded from 16s. 7d. up to £1,039, and var­ied sur­pris­ingly between these ex­tremes. There were none in the £100’s or the £600’s, but all the oth­er hun­dreds were rep­res­en­ted. Speak­ing broadly, there were more of the £800’s and £900’s than of the lower num­bers. But he could not see where any of these facts ten­ded.

			There be­ing no ob­vi­ous line of re­search, he began a la­bor­i­ous and de­tailed in­vest­ig­a­tion in­to the pos­sib­il­it­ies of sub­sti­tu­tion, that is, one of those ciphers in which a num­ber or oth­er sign is used to de­note a let­ter. It was clear that single num­bers were in­suf­fi­cient for this pur­pose, as in that case only ten let­ters of the al­pha­bet could be used. Some com­bin­a­tion was there­fore in­volved, and French tried vari­ous schemes of ad­di­tion to meet the case. But though he got three men to as­sist him in the de­tails of his vari­ous tests, he could not find any­thing which gave the least sug­ges­tion of an in­tel­li­gible com­bin­a­tion.

			While en­gaged in this man­ner, he no­ticed that so far as the pounds were con­cerned there were no less than three sim­il­ar pairs, num­bers 2 and 22, 3 and 15, and 10 and 21. He ex­amined these pairs for some time, and then he sud­denly made a dis­cov­ery which seemed to show that at last he was on the right track. He had put the fig­ures down be­side each oth­er, so:
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							s.
						
							
							d.
						
					

				
				
					
							No. 2
							568
							5
							0
					

					
							No. 22
							568
							2
							3
					

				
			

			when sud­denly he no­ticed that if the shil­ling and pence of each item were ad­ded the res­ult would be the same: 5 + 0 = 5; 2 + 3 = 5. Eagerly he turned to the oth­er pairs and wrote them out sim­il­arly,
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							No. 3
							1,039
							1
							3
					

					
							No. 15
							1,039
							0
							4
					

				
			

			and,
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							d.
						
					

				
				
					
							No. 10
							748
							3
							9
					

					
							No. 21
							748
							5
							7
					

				
			

			Here he saw at a glance that the same thing ob­tained, the pounds alone, and the pence and shil­lings ad­ded to­geth­er, mak­ing two sim­il­ar pairs, and there­fore pre­sum­ably stand­ing for the same word.

			This dis­cov­ery re­stored all his eager in­terest. It seemed def­in­itely to prove three things, each sev­er­al one of which af­forded him the live­li­est sat­is­fac­tion. First, these com­bin­a­tions of fig­ures proved that there really was some un­der­ly­ing scheme, and that in its turn in­volved the hid­den mes­sage; secondly, they showed that he, French, was on the dir­ect road to­wards a solu­tion; and thirdly, they in­dic­ated a code or cipher built up of pairs of num­bers, a fre­quent com­bin­a­tion, em­bra­cing many well-known vari­et­ies of cryp­to­gram.

			His next step was, there­fore, to re­write the list in dual column, the pounds in front, the pence and shil­lings ad­ded to­geth­er be­hind. This gave him a new jump­ing-off place in the fol­low­ing:

			
				
					
							328
							6
					

					
							568
							5
					

					
							1,039
							4
					

					
							936
							9
					

					
							713
							11, and so on.
					

				
			

			On this he star­ted his three men, mak­ing them try to work out keys on squares and par­al­lel­o­grams, as well as in oth­er well-es­tab­lished ways. Then the pounds fig­ure prov­ing too large for this, he tried adding the vari­ous di­gits of these fig­ures to­geth­er. In this way, 328 be­came 3 + 2 + 8 or 13, and so he com­piled a second list be­gin­ning:

			
				
					
							13
							6
					

					
							19
							5
					

					
							13
							4
					

				
			

			But in spite of all his own and his men’s ef­forts he was un­able to find any clue to the key. They worked un­til long after the usu­al quit­ting time, and at length he had to agree to an ad­journ­ment for the night.

			Next day he again at­tacked the prob­lem, but it was not un­til well on in the af­ter­noon that he made an ad­vance. Tired and dis­pir­ited, he had sent for a cup of cof­fee to clear his brain, and after it he had, con­trary to his cus­tom, lighted his pipe, while he leaned com­fort­ably back in his chair still turn­ing the mat­ter over in his mind. He was be­gin­ning to think the puzzle in­sol­uble, when sud­denly an idea flashed in­to his mind, and he sat up sharply, won­der­ing if he had hit on the solu­tion.

			He had been con­sid­er­ing nu­mer­ic­al ciphers of which the key is some book. These con­sist usu­ally of sets of three num­bers, the first rep­res­ent­ing the page, the second the line on that page, and the third the word on that line. But he re­cog­nised that one of these lat­ter num­bers might be a con­stant, that is, that the word should al­ways be on, say, the fifth line of the page, or that it should be the first or second of the line. In this way the cipher could be worked with pairs of num­bers. The dif­fi­culty in these cases was of course to find the book which each of the com­mu­nic­at­ing parties used.

			So far had he pro­gressed when he got his great idea. Where had he seen a book which seemed strangely out of keep­ing with its fel­lows? Of course! That was it at last! The Con­cise Ox­ford Dic­tion­ary in Mrs. Vane’s sit­ting-room!

			As he thought over this he felt more and more cer­tain that he had reached the ex­plan­a­tion. Not only was there the fact of the book be­ing there, but a dic­tion­ary was ob­vi­ously not only the kind of book best suited for the pur­pose, but also that best suited for a dual num­ber sys­tem. The first num­ber would rep­res­ent the page and the second the word on that page. The idea, fur­ther, was con­firmed by the fact that while the fig­ure for the pounds—or pages—ran 1 to about 1,000, that for the shil­lings and pence—or words on the page—nev­er rose above 30. There was no doubt, French thought, that he had got it at last.

			At Scot­land Yard all things are pro­cur­able at short no­tice. He rang up a sub­or­din­ate and gave ur­gent in­struc­tions that a Con­cise Ox­ford Dic­tion­ary was to be ob­tained im­me­di­ately and sent up to him.

			Five minutes later he was eagerly turn­ing over the leaves. It took but a second or two to find page 328, and an­oth­er second to count down to the sixth word. It was “French.”

			Without wait­ing to con­sider wheth­er this might refer to him­self, in which case he had found the solu­tion, or merely be a co­in­cid­ence, in which case he hadn’t, he hast­ily went on to the next num­ber. Page 568, word 5, was “On.”

			“French on.” Still it might make sense or it might not. He looked up No. 3.

			The fourth word on the 1,039th page was “Your.” “French on your” was go­ing all right, but when he turned up No. 4 and found that the ninth word on page 936 was “Track,” all doubt was at an end. “French on your track.” He had got it with a ven­geance!

			The re­main­ing words came eas­ily un­til he came to num­ber 17, At­las As­sur­ance £922 4s. 5d. The ninth word on page 922 did not make sense. But he had gone so far that this fur­ther prob­lem could not long hold him up. After a very few seconds he saw that if he ad­ded the shil­lings and pence of the fol­low­ing line—which showed no fig­ure in the pounds column—to those of the £922, he found the word he wanted. It simply meant that there were more than thirty words pre­ced­ing that in ques­tion on that page of the dic­tion­ary. 19 and 11, or 30, was the largest num­ber one line of shil­lings and pence would show, there­fore a lar­ger num­ber than 30 re­quired two lines of shil­lings and pence to one of pounds. The word “tele­grams” had evid­ently been writ­ten as a blind, and he soon saw that the item “bal­ance” was wanted for a sim­il­ar pur­pose. After this a few minutes suf­ficed to turn up all the words, and presently he sat back and looked at the com­pleted res­ult of his work.

			
				“French on your track ren­dez­vous vic­tory hotel lee d s if i fail take your own tick­et boat leave s on twenty six t h.”

			

			This as it stood was clear, but he re­wrote it, put­ting in stops and cap­it­als, and join­ing the broken words.

			
				“French on your track. Ren­dez­vous Vic­tory Hotel, Leeds. If I fail take your own tick­et. Boat leaves on twenty-sixth.”

			

			So they were try­ing to es­cape by sea, Mrs. Vane and the per­son who had sent her the warn­ing! Who that per­son was, French had but little doubt. Al­most cer­tainly it was Mr. Vane, and if so, it seemed to him also bey­ond reas­on­able doubt that Mr. Vane was the mur­der­er. At all events, wheth­er or not, the per­son who had sent cipher dir­ec­tions to Mrs. Vane re­gard­ing their joint flight was the per­son he wanted. He chuckled to him­self as he thought that he would soon know all about it now. He would soon find the boat they were sail­ing in, and then he would have them in the hol­low of his hand.

			But would he? As his eye fell on the al­man­ac hanging above the chim­neypiece he swore. In­ex­or­ably it re­minded him that this was the twenty-sixth. The steam­er had left on that very day!

			But be that as it might, his pro­ced­ure was clear. He must find the boat. For a mo­ment he sat con­sid­er­ing ways and means, and then his at­ten­tion was at­trac­ted to the word­ing of the last phrase of the mes­sage: “Boat leaves on twenty-sixth.” This surely sug­ges­ted a clue—that the ser­vice was oth­er than daily. Had the lat­ter ob­tained, the phrase would have been, “Take next Thursday’s boat,” or words to that ef­fect. If his de­duc­tion was cor­rect, it meant that the steam­er was a seago­ing ship, not merely a cross-Chan­nel pack­et. This view, moreover, was to some ex­tent sup­por­ted by the prob­ab­il­ity that the fu­git­ives would al­most cer­tainly make for a dis­tant rather than an ad­ja­cent coun­try.

			From where, then, in the neigh­bour­hood of Leeds, did steam­ers start to dis­tant lands? Liv­er­pool was, of course, the ob­vi­ous an­swer, but it need not ne­ces­sar­ily be Liv­er­pool. From Hull and Grimsby, or even Manchester and Goole, ships left for for­eign ports. It would be ne­ces­sary to make a list of all the ocean­go­ing steam­ers which left all the ports near Leeds on the cur­rent date.

			Late though it was, French stuck to his task. A study of the ship­ping news re­vealed the fact that sev­en steam­ers were booked to leave Liv­er­pool and Hull and the ports ad­join­ing. From Liv­er­pool there was a White Star liner to Bo­ston and Phil­adelphia, a Lam­port & Holt boat to Buenos Aires and Ros­ar­io, a Booth liner to Para and Manáos, and a Bibby liner to Egypt, Colombo and Ran­goon. From Hull, a Fin­land liner sailed to Helsing­fors and a Wilson boat to Copen­ha­gen, while an­oth­er Wilson liner left Grimsby for Chris­ti­ansand. Be­sides these, there were doubt­less num­bers of cargo boats, some of which might take pas­sen­gers, but these were the only reg­u­lar liners, and French de­term­ined to try them first.

			He called up the head of­fice of each of the lines in ques­tion and asked had any per­sons named Vane booked pas­sages on their ships leav­ing on that day, and if not, could they tell him if a couple an­swer­ing the de­scrip­tion which he gave had done so. There was a con­sid­er­able delay in get­ting replies, but when he re­ceived that from the Booth Line he did not grudge the loss of time. It stated that a Mr. and Mrs. Vane, of Crewe Lodge, St. John’s Wood Road, had booked pas­sages to Manáos by the Enoch, which left Liv­er­pool at 3:00 p.m. that af­ter­noon; fur­ther, these per­sons had gone on board at Liv­er­pool, and as far as the head of­fice knew, had ac­tu­ally sailed.

			French was a trifle hazy about the Booth Line. He knew that Manáos was in South Amer­ica—Brazil, he ima­gined, but wheth­er the steam­er sailed there dir­ect or made in­ter­me­di­ate calls at which it might be over­taken and at which an ar­rest might be made, he did not know.

			He tele­phoned to have the in­form­a­tion sent up to him. “The last lap!” he thought con­ten­tedly, as he pic­tured the ar­rival of the steam­er at Manáos and the des­cent of the fu­git­ives on to the wharf in­to the clutches of the wait­ing po­lice. And for him it would mean not only the com­ple­tion of a pe­cu­li­arly wor­ry­ing and dif­fi­cult case, but un­doubted kudos, if not ac­tu­al pro­mo­tion.

		
	
		
			
				XVIII

				The S.S. Enoch

			
			In the vast or­gan­isa­tion of Scot­land Yard the in­dex­ing of in­form­a­tion on every avail­able sub­ject has been brought to some­thing more than a fine art. If French had wished to know the num­ber of in­hab­it­ants of Prague, the fa­vour­ite re­cre­ations of the Eld­er Brethren of Trin­ity House, or the width of the Ganges at Al­la­habad, some notes or books of ref­er­ence would im­me­di­ately have been forth­com­ing which would have fully sup­plied the de­sired in­form­a­tion. How much more when the ques­tion was merely one of trains and steam­ers. He had not long to wait for an an­swer to his tele­phone, and this re­vealed the fact that the Booth liner Enoch, which had left Liv­er­pool on the pre­vi­ous af­ter­noon, called at Havre, Oporto, Lis­bon, Madeira, and Para, be­fore com­plet­ing her voy­age to Manáos by a sail of a thou­sand miles up the Amazon. Moreover, she awaited at Havre the ar­rival of the South­hamp­ton boat, the con­nec­tion of which left Wa­ter­loo at 9:30 on the night of the 27th.

			“To­night!” French thought as he hast­ily glanced at his watch. It was just 8:42. What a stroke of luck! He would travel by it, and with any reas­on­able good for­tune he would have these Vanes safe in his clutches be­fore an­oth­er dozen hours had passed.

			As a man of ac­tion French was un­sur­passed. With­in five minutes he had called an as­sist­ant, a keen, ef­fi­cient young ser­geant named Carter, and in­struc­ted him to join him that night on the 9:30 Con­tin­ent­al train from Wa­ter­loo, had sent an­oth­er keen, ef­fi­cient help­er post-haste to have ex­tra­di­tion war­rants and oth­er ne­ces­sar­ies sent to the same train, and had rung up for a taxi to take him home to tell his wife of his change of plan and to put two or three things to­geth­er for the jour­ney. In short, thanks to his en­ergy, the hands of the Wa­ter­loo sta­tion clock had scarcely reached 9:25 when he and Ser­geant Carter reached the plat­form from which the boat train was about to start. Await­ing them was Man­ning, the oth­er keen and ef­fi­cient as­sist­ant, who handed over war­rants for the ar­rest and ex­tra­di­tion of Mr. and Mrs. Vane, pass­ports, Eng­lish and French money, as well as an in­tro­duc­tion to the French po­lice at Havre.

			“Good, Man­ning! That’s all right,” French ap­proved as he took over the mu­ni­tions of war. In an­oth­er couple of minutes the train drew slowly out of the sta­tion, and in­creas­ing its speed as it passed the myri­ad lights of South Lon­don, was soon roar­ing through the dark­ness of the open coun­try bey­ond.

			For­tu­nately, the night was calm and the boat was not crowded, so that the de­tect­ives were able to get berths and a sleep to pre­pare them for their toils on the fol­low­ing day. They reached Havre on time, and jump­ing in­to a taxi were driv­en to the berth of the Enoch, which was some dis­tance down the docks. French hur­ried on board and asked to see the Cap­tain, while Carter re­mained at the gang­way lest the quarry, see­ing French and know­ing his ap­pear­ance, might take fright and at­tempt to slip ashore.

			Cap­tain Dav­is saw French im­me­di­ately.

			“Sit down, Mr. French,” he said pleas­antly when he had ex­amined the oth­er’s cre­den­tials, “and let me know what I can do for you.”

			French took the proffered seat as he drew from his pock­et Mrs. Vane’s pho­to­graph as well as her de­scrip­tion and that of her hus­band.

			“I’ll tell you, Cap­tain,” he answered. “I’m after a man and wo­man who are wanted for murder and rob­bery. They call them­selves Mr. and Mrs. Vane, though I don’t know if this is their real name or even if they are mar­ried. I have learned that they booked with you from Liv­er­pool to Manáos, but I only found that out last night, so I came over by Southamp­ton in the hope of mak­ing an ar­rest. There,” he passed over his pho­to­graph and pa­pers, “are the de­scrip­tions.”

			The Cap­tain glanced at him as he took the pa­pers. He did not speak un­til he had looked through the lat­ter, then he said gravely:

			“I’m afraid, Mr. French, they’ve been one too many for you this time. A Mr. and Mrs. Vane did book pas­sages and even came on board at Liv­er­pool, but they left the ship al­most im­me­di­ately and didn’t turn up again. I as­sumed that some ac­ci­dent had pre­ven­ted their re­turn, and that they would fol­low by Southamp­ton as you did, but from what you tell me it looks as if they had learned you were on their track and made a bolt for it. But we had bet­ter see the purs­er. He will tell us de­tails.”

			French was aghast. Once again had happened to him what he had so of­ten pre­vi­ously ex­per­i­enced. When he was most sure of him­self and most con­fid­ent of suc­cess, that was the time of fail­ure! How of­ten had he taken a sport­ing chance, doubt­ful of him­self and his abil­ity to meet a situ­ation, and the oc­ca­sion had res­ul­ted in a bril­liant coup. And how of­ten, alas, had his cer­tainty of suc­cess ended in dis­aster!

			By the time the purs­er ar­rived, he had to some ex­tent re­covered his equan­im­ity. “Mr. Jen­nings—In­spect­or French of the C.I.D.,” the Cap­tain in­tro­duced them. “Sit down, Jen­nings, and hear what the In­spect­or wants. It’s about that Mr. and Mrs. Vane that came aboard at Liv­er­pool and left again be­fore we sailed. Ask him what you want to know, Mr. French.”

			Mr. Jen­nings was a shrewd, ef­fi­cient-look­ing man of about forty, and as French began to speak he felt a com­fort­able as­sur­ance that at least he would re­ceive in an­swer to his ques­tions con­cisely-worded state­ments of ac­cur­ately ob­served facts.

			“It’s this way, Mr. Jen­nings,” he ex­plained. “These Vanes are wanted for murder and rob­bery. I traced them to your ship, and crossed last night from Lon­don, hop­ing to ar­rest them here. But the Cap­tain tells me I have missed them. Per­haps you’ll give me any in­form­a­tion you can about them.”

			“There’s not much to tell,” the purs­er answered. “They came aboard about noon on Thursday, and Mr. Vane showed me their tick­ets and asked for their state­room. The tick­ets were singles from Liv­er­pool to Manáos, all OK. An up­per deck state­room, No. 12, had been re­served at the Lon­don of­fice, and I gave the num­ber to their cab­in stew­ard and saw him lead­ing the way there with the lug­gage. About half an hour later they came back to my of­fice and asked what time the ship sailed. I told them three o’clock. Mr. Vane said they had to go ashore to com­plete some busi­ness, but would be back in good time. They then left in the dir­ec­tion of the gang­way.”

			“Did you ac­tu­ally see them go ashore?”

			“No, you can’t see out on deck from the of­fice.”

			“Yes? And then?”

			“After din­ner their cab­in stew­ard asked me if I knew any­thing about them. He said they hadn’t been down for din­ner, and he couldn’t find them any­where about the ship. We had a look round, and then I spoke to Cap­tain Dav­is, and he had a thor­ough search made. They have nev­er been seen since, and they’re cer­tainly not on board now.”

			“They couldn’t have hid­den some­where and slipped ashore here in Havre?”

			“Quite im­possible. There’s not the slight­est doubt they missed the boat at Liv­er­pool.”

			“In­ten­tion­ally or un­in­ten­tion­ally?” the Cap­tain in­ter­jec­ted.

			“I don’t know any­thing about that,” Mr. Jen­nings replied, “but they cer­tainly did not sail with us. Per­haps, In­spect­or, they learned when they went on shore that you were after them?”

			“Im­possible,” French de­clared. “I did not my­self know where they had gone un­til last night.”

			He felt rue­fully sure that the whole thing was part of the elab­or­ate lay­ing of a false trail, but he did not see that any­thing was to be gained by dis­cuss­ing this with the ship’s of­ficers. He pushed his pa­pers to­wards the purs­er.

			“Can you re­cog­nise the parties from those, Mr. Jen­nings?”

			A glance at the pho­to­graph suf­ficed. The ori­gin­al was un­doubtedly that Mrs. Vane who had for a brief half-hour boarded the Enoch. And the de­scrip­tion was that of Mr. Vane also. French was forced to the con­clu­sion that his quarry had in­deed, in the Cap­tain’s words, been too many for him. He swore bit­terly be­neath his breath.

			“You say they left some lug­gage in their state­room,” he went on. “Could I have a look at it?”

			“Of course. But, you know, they may still be here. On sev­er­al oc­ca­sions I have known pas­sen­gers to miss the ship at Liv­er­pool and fol­low on here. They may turn up at any minute.”

			“If they do, so much the bet­ter,” French answered. “But I won’t bank on it. If you don’t mind, I’ll have a look at the lug­gage now. What time do you sail?”

			“In about half an hour.”

			“That will just give me time. Mean­time I have a man at the gang­way, and he’ll spot them if they come along.”

			There were four large suit­cases in the roomy and com­fort­able state­room set apart for the Vanes, as well as a num­ber of art­icles of toi­let and ap­par­el which might well rep­res­ent the first hur­ried at­tempt at un­pack­ing. The suit­cases were locked, but French soon opened them with his bunch of skel­et­on keys. And here he got con­firm­a­tion of his the­ory that all this jour­ney to Manáos was merely a care­fully thought out plan. The cases were empty. Dummy lug­gage, brought in to bol­ster up the trick. But there was noth­ing in the cab­in to give any hint of where the fu­git­ives had really gone.

			“I needn’t wait for them to turn up,” French said grimly. “Those empty suit­cases give the show away.”

			“I’m afraid it looks like it,” the purs­er ad­mit­ted. “Sorry we didn’t know about it soon­er.”

			“Can’t be helped. That’s what we Scot­land Yard men are up against all the time.” He bid the friendly purs­er good day and slowly left the ship.

			But he did not leave the wharf. Though he thought it un­likely, there was still just a chance that the quarry had missed the ship and were fol­low­ing on. He would make sure.

			But though he waited un­til the Enoch cast off and swung her bows round to­wards the open sea, there was no sign of any late ar­rivals, and when he had once seen the liner un­der way he turned dis­con­sol­ately to his satel­lite.

			“It’s all U.P., Carter, as far as this trip is con­cerned. They’ve giv­en us the slip about prop­er. Good­ness only knows where they are by this time; per­haps halfway to the States. Let’s find a tele­graph of­fice and re­port to Headquar­ters.”

			A few minutes later French had sent a long wire to his chief at the Yard. Then at a loose end, he turned to Ser­geant Carter.

			“Well, Carter, what shall we do with ourselves now? Here’s ten o’clock and we can’t get back un­til the even­ing. We have the whole day to play round in.”

			Ex­cept that he be­lieved he could do with a bit more break­fast, the Ser­geant’s ideas were neb­u­lous. French laughed at him.

			“It’s what I was think­ing my­self,” he ad­mit­ted, “but it’s a bad time. These folk over here have no no­tion of what a good break­fast means, and it’s a bit early for their lunch. How­ever, we’ll see what we can do.”

			They went in­to a small res­taur­ant and asked for cof­fee and ham and eggs. This prov­ing too much for the waiter, the pro­pri­et­or was summoned. He had a little Eng­lish and at last un­der­stood.

			“But yes, messieurs,” he cried, wav­ing his hands. “The ham, the eggs, the om­elette; is it not so?” He bowed low. “Im­me­di­ately, messieurs. Will messieurs be pleased to be seated.”

			Messieurs were pleased to be seated, and in an in­cred­ibly short space of time a smoking om­elette ar­rived, gar­nished with chip pota­toes and onions, to­geth­er with cof­fee and de­li­cious rolls and but­ter. To this the hungry men did full justice, and Carter’s es­tim­ate of the French, which had been low, went up sev­er­al points. They took their time over the meal, but even­tu­ally it was fin­ished, and the prob­lem of how to fill in their time once more be­came in­sist­ent.

			“We might go round and see some of these coast places,” French sug­ges­ted. “St. Malo or some of those. Or I dare say we could work across some­how to Dieppe and catch the af­ter­noon boat to Ne­whaven. What do you say?”

			Carter voted for go­ing to the sta­tion and look­ing in­to the pos­sib­il­it­ies, and they walked slowly up the town, fas­cin­ated by the for­eign life of the busy port. Havre is a fine city with good streets, shops, and pub­lic build­ings, but it is not an in­ter­est­ing town, and by the time they reached the sta­tion, a mile and a half away, they felt they had seen enough of it.

			An ex­am­in­a­tion of the timetables showed that they were too late for Dieppe—the Eng­lish boat would have left be­fore they could pos­sibly get there—and St. Malo, they dis­covered, was not in that part of the coun­try at all, but miles away to the south­w­est. Trouville was only eight or ten miles away across the bay, but Trouville in winter did not seem an at­tract­ive pro­spect.

			“Tell you what,” French said at last. “We’ve got an in­tro­duc­tion to these French john­nies. We’ll go and look ’em up, and per­haps see some­thing of their po­lice sta­tion.”

			Ser­geant Carter, de­lighted with his su­per­i­or’s con­des­cen­sion, hur­riedly agreed, and a few minutes later the two men found them­selves as­cend­ing the steps of a large build­ing which bore over the door the le­gend “Gen­darm­er­ie.” Here French tendered his in­tro­duc­tion, with the res­ult that he was shown in­to the pres­ence of and po­litely wel­comed by the of­ficer in charge.

			“I re­gret the Chief is out of town at present,” the lat­ter said in ex­cel­lent Eng­lish. “He will be sorry not to have seen you. I hope that presently you will give me the pleas­ure of your com­pany at lunch, and in the mean­time let me know if there is any­thing I can do for you.”

			French ex­plained the cir­cum­stances. He would not stay for lunch, as he had but a short time since fin­ished an ex­cel­lent break­fast, but he would be most grate­ful if the oth­er would tell him how best he could spend the time un­til his re­turn boat to Southamp­ton.

			“That’s not un­til mid­night,” answered the French­man. “You don’t know this coun­try?”

			“Not at all. It was just that if there was any­thing to see with­in reach, we might as well see it.”

			“Of course, nat­ur­ally. Well, mon­sieur, were I in your place I should cer­tainly go to Caen. It is an in­ter­est­ing old town, well worth a vis­it. There is a steam­er all the way, but you would scarcely have time for that; it is rather slow. I should re­com­mend you to go to Trouville by steam­er—it’s just across the bay—and then go on from there to Caen by rail. In the time at your dis­pos­al I really do not think you could do any­thing bet­ter.”

			French thanked him, and the oth­er con­tin­ued, “The steam­er sails ac­cord­ing to the tide. Today,” he glanced at an al­man­ac, “it leaves at mid­day. You should get to Caen about two, and you could dine there and come back in the even­ing in time for your boat.”

			At ten minutes to twelve French and his satel­lite reached the wharf, hav­ing delayed on their walk down town to con­sume bocks in one of the many at­tract­ive cafés in the main streets. They took tick­ets and went on board the little steam­er. The day was cold though fine, and there were but few trav­el­lers. They strolled about, in­ter­ested in the nov­el scene, and at last find­ing two seats in the lee of the fun­nel, sat down to await the start.

			Mid­day came, and with leis­urely move­ments the horn was blown, the gang­way run ashore, and the ropes slacked. The Cap­tain put his lips to the en­gine-room speak­ing tube, but be­fore he could give his or­der an in­ter­rup­tion came from the shore. Shouts arose and a man in the blue uni­form of a gen­darme ap­peared run­ning to­wards the boat and ges­tic­u­lat­ing wildly. The Cap­tain paused, the slackened ropes were pulled tight, and all con­cerned stood ex­pect­ant.

			The gen­darme jumped on board and ran up the steps to the bridge, eagerly watched by the en­tire ship’s com­pany. He spoke rap­idly to the Cap­tain, and then the lat­ter turned to the star­ing pas­sen­gers be­low.

			“Mon­sieur Fr‑r‑on­sh?” he called in stentori­an tones, look­ing in­quir­ingly round the up­turned faces. “Mon­sieur Fr‑r‑on­sh de Lon­dres?”

			“It’s you, sir,” cried Carter. “There’s some­thing up.”

			French hastened to the bridge and the gen­darme handed him a blue en­vel­ope. “De mon­sieur le chef,” he ex­plained with a rap­id sa­lute, as he hastened ashore.

			It was a tele­gram, and it con­tained news which, as it were, brought the In­spect­or up all stand­ing. It was from the Yard and read:

			
				“Liv­er­pool po­lice wire Vanes went aboard Enoch and did not go ashore again. Mack­ay was watch­ing ship for Hen­son and saw them. They must still be on board. Fol­low ship to Oporto or Lis­bon.”

			

			“Come ashore, Carter,” French cried rap­idly, rush­ing to the side. The boat was ac­tu­ally mov­ing, but the two men, jump­ing, reached the wharf amid the ex­ec­ra­tions of the Cap­tain and staff.

			“Here, of­ficer,” he called, beck­on­ing to the gen­darme, who had watched the pro­ceed­ings with a hor­ri­fied in­terest, “how do you get quickly to Headquar­ters?”

			The man bowed, shrugged his shoulders, and in­dic­ated in dumb show that he did not un­der­stand. French hailed a passing taxi and pushed his com­pan­ions in.

			“Mon­sieur le chef!” he cried to the be­wildered gen­darme, pro­du­cing and tap­ping the tele­gram. “Mon­sieur le chef?”

			The man un­der­stood. A smile dawned on his per­turbed coun­ten­ance, and with a rap­id flow of French he gave the re­quired ad­dress. In ten minutes they were once more at the gen­darm­er­ie, French still clam­our­ing for “Mon­sieur le chef.”

			He was shown in­to the room of the same po­lite of­ficer whom he had pre­vi­ously met.

			“Ah,” the lat­ter said, “so my man was in time. You got your tele­gram?”

			“Yes, sir, I did, and greatly ob­liged to you I am for your trouble. But I can’t make head or tail of the thing. Those ship’s of­ficers this morn­ing were ab­so­lutely pos­it­ive the wanted couple had not sailed.”

			The of­ficer shrugged his shoulders.

			“Doubt­less,” he said smoothly. “All the same I thought you should have the mes­sage, lest you should wish to fol­low up the steam­er as sug­ges­ted.”

			“I have no choice,” French re­turned. “It is an or­der from Headquar­ters. Per­haps, sir, you would add to your already great kind­ness by telling me my route. With this con­foun­ded dif­fer­ence of lan­guage I feel my­self all at sea.”

			The of­ficer, who had seemed bored as to the move­ments of the Vanes, be­came once more the ef­fi­cient, in­ter­ested con­sult­ant. The ob­vi­ous route, he said, was via Par­is. It was true that you could get across coun­try to pick up the in­ter­na­tion­al ex­press at Bor­deaux, but Par­is was quick­er and more com­fort­able. For­tu­nately, French had re­turned in time to catch the mid­day train to the cap­it­al. It left at 12:40, and he could eas­ily reach the sta­tion and book in the twenty minutes which re­mained be­fore that hour.

			His time from the re­ceipt of the wire un­til the Par­is ex­press pulled out of Havre sta­tion had been so fully oc­cu­pied that French had not been able ser­i­ously to con­sider the mes­sage sent. Now, seated in the corner of a second-class com­part­ment with Carter op­pos­ite, he drew the flimsy sheet from his pock­et and re­read it care­fully. He un­der­stood the ref­er­ence to Mack­ay and Hen­son. De­tect­ive-Ser­geant Mack­ay was one of the best men of the Liv­er­pool de­tect­ive staff, and he was on a very sim­il­ar job to French’s own. He was watch­ing the out­go­ing steam­ers in the hope of cap­tur­ing one Charles Hen­son, who with a couple of oth­ers had made a sen­sa­tion­al raid on a coun­try bank, and after mur­der­ing the man­ager, had got away with a large haul from the safe. French knew Mack­ay per­son­ally, and he was sat­is­fied that if he had said the Vanes had gone on board and re­mained there, they had done so.

			He wondered how it came that Mack­ay had not at the time re­cog­nised the Vanes as a wanted couple. Prob­ably, he thought, the man had been so much oc­cu­pied with his own case that he had not read up the par­tic­u­lars in the Bul­let­in, which, after all, was a magazine in­ten­ded more for the rank and file than for men on spe­cial­ised du­ties. How­ever, the fact re­mained that Mack­ay had missed his chance, though his habit of de­tailed ob­ser­va­tion had en­abled him to some ex­tent to re­deem his er­ror.

			But if it was true that the Vanes had not left the ship at Liv­er­pool, what be­came of the state­ments of the Cap­tain and Purs­er? It was not likely that these men could be hood­winked over such a mat­ter. They were ex­perts; moreover, they were deal­ing with a ship with whose every part they were fa­mil­i­ar. To the Vanes, on the oth­er hand, the ship would be strange, and they would be ig­nor­ant of its routine. Un­der these cir­cum­stances it was ab­so­lutely out of the ques­tion that the pair could have hid­den them­selves on board. No, if they were there, the Cap­tain would have known of it. French could not de­vise any ex­plan­a­tion of the mat­ter. The whole thing seemed a con­tra­dic­tion.

			He had, how­ever, to settle his own plans. The kindly French po­lice of­ficer had helped him by phoning the loc­al of­fice of the Booth Line and find­ing out the it­in­er­ary of the Enoch. This was Sat­urday, and on the af­ter­noon of the fol­low­ing day, Sunday, the steam­er was ex­pec­ted to reach Leix­oes, the port of Oporto. She would re­main there that night and the next day, leav­ing Leix­oes about 8 o’clock on the Monday even­ing. Next day about noon she was due in Lis­bon, where she would re­main for two days. After that her first call was Madeira.

			French had in­ten­ded to meet her in Lis­bon, but it now oc­curred to him that he might be able to make Oporto in time to join her there. He had bought a rail­way guide in Havre, and he now pro­ceeded to look up the trains. The route, he saw, was to Bor­deaux by the Par­is-Or­leans line, then on by the Midi to the Span­ish fron­ti­er at Irun, and so by Med­ina and Sala­manca to Oporto. The first through train from Par­is after their ar­rival at 4:35 p.m. was the 10:22 p.m. from the Gare Quai d’Or­say, and this reached Oporto at shortly after mid­day on the next day but one, Monday. Oporto to Leix­oes was only half an hour’s run, so he had six or sev­en hours’ mar­gin. Oporto, he de­cided, was his goal.

			They were for­tu­nate in se­cur­ing sleep­ing berths between Par­is and Bor­deaux, and there was a res­taur­ant car on the train to Irun. They waited an hour at the fron­ti­er sta­tion, and French blessed the in­tel­li­gence of Man­ning, who had had their iden­ti­fic­a­tion pa­pers made avail­able for Spain and Por­tugal as well as France.

			French on his trip from Chamonix to Bar­celona had been amazed by the il­lim­it­able ex­tent of the earth, but his feel­ings of won­der on that oc­ca­sion were as noth­ing com­pared to those he now ex­per­i­enced. The jour­ney from Irun to Oporto was ab­so­lutely end­less; at least he thought so as in­ter­min­able mile suc­ceeded in­ter­min­able mile, while day turned in­to night and night more slowly turned back in­to day. It was cold, too, through the high table­land of Spain—bit­terly cold, and the two men could not get the kind of meals they liked, nor could they sleep well in the some­what jolt­ing coaches. But all things come to an end, and at half-past one on the Monday, about an hour late, the train came fi­nally to a stand in the Es­ta­cao Cent­ral of Oporto. There was plenty of time, and the trav­el­lers went straight to the Porto Hotel for a short rest be­fore set­ting out to find the tram­way to Leix­oes.

			French was im­mensely struck with the pic­tur­esque, old world city, nest­ling on the steep, hilly banks of the Douro, and he mar­velled to feel quiver at every horse-hoof the great high level Dom Luez bridge, which throws its spidery steel arch in a single span of nearly 600 feet across the pla­cid river flow­ing far be­neath. Then after passing down the steeply-in­clined streets to near the wa­ter’s edge, he and Carter boarded the tram and set off sea­wards along a road skirt­ing the right bank of the stream.

			In spite of the busi­ness which had brought them so far, both men gazed with in­tense in­terest at the un­wonted sights they passed, the semitrop­ic­al ve­get­a­tion, the long, nar­row, four-wheeled carts with their teams of ox­en, the mole con­struc­ted across some three-quar­ters of the mouth of the Douro to in­crease the scour through the re­mainder, then, passing a stretch of sandhills, they fi­nally reached the houses of Leixos, with ly­ing be­low them the har­bour con­tained with­in its two en­circ­ling stone piers, and, blessed sight, the Enoch ly­ing at an­chor therein.

			They made a bar­gain with a dusky boat­man for what seemed to French a for­tune of re­is, and ten minutes later they had as­cen­ded the lad­der and were once more on the steam­er’s deck.

		
	
		
			
				XIX

				French Pro­pounds a Riddle

			
			If Cap­tain Dav­is ex­per­i­enced sur­prise on see­ing French re­appear at the door of his cab­in, he gave no in­dic­a­tion of his feel­ings.

			“Good af­ter­noon, In­spect­or,” he greeted him quietly. “Come aboard again? You should have stayed with us, you know.” He smiled quiz­zically. “It would have been much less tir­ing than go­ing all that way round by land, and for the mat­ter of that, a good deal cheap­er. Found your crim­in­als?”

			“Well, I’ve not,” French answered slowly, “—yet. But I hope to soon. Cap­tain, I’ve had a wire from the Yard that those people are on board after all.”

			The Cap­tain frowned.

			“No doubt the Yard is a won­der­fully ef­fi­cient or­gan­isa­tion,” he said gravely, “but when it comes to telling me who is or is not aboard my ship—well, I think that is a trifle, shall we say, thick? How do they pro­fess to know?”

			“I’ll tell you. I got a wire shortly after the ship left Havre on Sat­urday, and it said that one of the Liv­er­pool de­tect­ives, Ser­geant Mack­ay, was watch­ing your ship be­fore she sailed. He was look­ing out for a man also wanted for murder, not this Vane—a dif­fer­ent per­son al­to­geth­er. He saw the Vanes go­ing on board, though, of course, he did not real­ise they also were wanted. But he saw them right enough, at least, he was able to con­vince the Yard as to their iden­tity. Mack­ay waited un­til the ship sailed, and he states the Vanes did not go ashore. I know Mack­ay per­son­ally, and he is a most care­ful and ac­cur­ate of­ficer. I am sat­is­fied that if he makes this state­ment it is true. Now, none of your people saw them go ashore, and with all due re­spect to you and your purs­er, the sug­ges­tion is that they’re still on board. The wire ended by in­struct­ing me to fol­low up the ship either here or to Lis­bon, and in­vest­ig­ate fur­ther.”

			“You’ve cer­tainly fol­lowed us up all right, but hav­ing over­taken us I should like to ask, if it is not an in­dis­creet ques­tion, what you pro­pose to do next?”

			French saw that if he was to re­tain the help of Cap­tain Dav­is he would have to be care­ful how he answered.

			“There, Cap­tain, I was go­ing to ask for your kind help, though I feel I have troubled you more than enough already. I’ll tell you what I was think­ing over in the train. Sup­pose for ar­gu­ment’s sake the Yard is right, and that these people really are on board. It is ob­vi­ous from your search that they’re not here in their own char­ac­ters, there­fore they must be pos­ing as two oth­er people. That, I take it, is what the people at the Yard had in mind also.”

			“Well?”

			“This is not such an un­likely sup­pos­i­tion as it sounds. The wo­man is, or rather was, an act­ress, and we know she is a clev­er one. Not only was she well thought of when on the stage, but she has re­cently car­ried off suc­cess­fully a far stiffer test than that. She crossed from New York to Southamp­ton on the Olympic, and con­vinced the people on board that she was Eng­lish, and then she went on to Lon­don and con­vinced the people there that she was an Amer­ic­an. I have seen the people in each case—crit­ic­al, com­pet­ent people who know the world—and each lot ri­diculed the idea that she was not what she seemed. If she could do that, she could surely man­age an­oth­er im­per­son­a­tion. A com­par­at­ively simple dis­guise would do, as there would be noth­ing to make you or the purs­er sus­pect.”

			The Cap­tain was listen­ing with con­sid­er­able in­terest, but it was evid­ent that his ruffled feel­ings were not yet en­tirely smoothed down.

			“That may be all very well,” he ad­mit­ted, “but you have not taken in­to con­sid­er­a­tion the evid­ence of the book­ings. 176 pas­sen­gers booked from Liv­er­pool, and in al­most every case their tick­ets were taken and their state­rooms re­served sev­er­al days in ad­vance. The ex­cep­tions in all cases were men. 176 pas­sen­gers turned up, Mr. and Mrs. Vane among them. But there were only 174 pas­sen­gers on board when we left Liv­er­pool. You fol­low what I mean; that all the oth­er pas­sen­gers on board are ac­coun­ted for?”

			“I see that,” French ad­mit­ted slowly, “and you may be right. It cer­tainly doesn’t seem easy to an­swer what you say. At the same time, in the face of the in­struc­tions I have had from the Yard, I dar­en’t do oth­er than go on and sift the thing fur­ther.”

			“Nat­ur­ally, but how?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t see my way clear as yet. For one thing, I shall have to meet every wo­man on board, with the spe­cial ob­ject of try­ing to pen­et­rate any dis­guise which may have been at­temp­ted. If that fails I may give up the search or I may try some­thing else. I sup­pose you can take me on as far as Lis­bon at all events?”

			“With pleas­ure.” The Cap­tain seemed to have re­covered from his mo­ment­ary ir­rit­a­tion. “Let me know if there is any­thing I can do to help you. Though I con­fess I think you’re on a wild goose chase, I’ll give you every fa­cil­ity I can.”

			“Thank you, Cap­tain. You will un­der­stand that whatever I may think my­self, I am not my own mas­ter in the mat­ter. The only thing I should like at present is a chat with the purs­er over the pas­sen­ger list.”

			“That, at all events, is eas­ily ar­ranged,” answered Cap­tain Dav­is as he touched a bell.

			The purs­er had not ob­served French’s ar­rival, and pro­fessed amazement on find­ing him on board.

			“I be­gin to won­der if the ship’s not haunted,” he smiled as he shook hands. “Mr. and Mrs. Vane we leave be­hind at Liv­er­pool, and you say they’re aboard at Havre. You we leave be­hind at Havre—I saw you my­self on the wharf—and here you are aboard at Leix­oes! What dis­tin­guished stranger are we to ex­pect to find on board at Lis­bon?”

			“I hope there’ll be a clear­ance of four at Lis­bon,” French re­joined. “Though it sounds im­pol­ite, noth­ing would please me bet­ter than to change to a home­ward bounder in com­pany with my Ser­geant and Mr. and Mrs. Vane.”

			“What? Do you still think they’re on board?”

			“The In­spect­or still thinks so,” the Cap­tain in­ter­vened, “and he wants to talk to you about it. Bet­ter take him to your cab­in and give him any help you can.”

			“Right, sir. Will you come along, Mr. French?”

			Mr. Jen­nings, in spite of his ob­vi­ous com­pet­ence, had a pleas­ant, leis­urely man­ner which con­veyed to the many who sought his coun­sel that though he might be busy enough at oth­er times, he was not too hur­ried at that mo­ment to give them his most care­ful and un­di­vided at­ten­tion. So he listened to French’s story, and so he took out the pas­sen­ger list, and set him­self to dis­cuss the per­son­al­it­ies of those enu­mer­ated there­on.

			“I’ll deal with the wo­men first,” French ex­plained. “You say that there are sixty-sev­en on board, as against about twice as many men. Be­sides, I have more in­form­a­tion about Mrs. Vane than her hus­band. Now, if you don’t mind, let’s get on with them.”

			The purs­er ran his fin­ger down the list.

			“Miss Ack­field is the first,” he ex­plained. “She is a lady of between fifty and sixty, I should say. You can eas­ily see her, but in my opin­ion there is not the slight­est chance that she could be oth­er­wise than what she seems.”

			French noted the par­tic­u­lars.

			“Right,” he said. “Next, please.”

			“The next is Miss Bond. She’s also pretty well on in years, but she couldn’t be your friend be­cause she’s at least four inches taller.”

			“Very good.”

			“Then there is Mrs. Brent. She is a young girl. Her hus­band is on board, and they are evid­ently newly mar­ried. She’s too young.”

			They worked on down the list, pro­vi­sion­ally elim­in­at­ing the un­likely. Mrs. Cox was too tall, Miss Duf­field too short, Mrs. Eagle­field too stout, Miss Felton too thin, and so on. In the end they had re­duced the num­ber to ten, of which French had to ad­mit that not one seemed in the least prom­ising.

			There was in­deed one couple who had at first ap­pealed to him, a Mr. Pereira da Silva, and his daugh­ter, Miss Maria da Silva, be­cause they kept al­most en­tirely to their cab­ins, mix­ing but little with the life of the ship. Mr. da Silva, a man of over sev­enty, Mr. Jen­nings thought, was an in­val­id, and had come on board with dif­fi­culty, lean­ing on a stick and his daugh­ter’s arm. He was prac­tic­ally con­fined to bed, and Miss da Silva was as­sidu­ous in her at­ten­tion to him, read­ing to him and keep­ing him com­pany when many an­oth­er sim­il­arly placed daugh­ter would have been on deck or in the sa­loon, amus­ing her­self among the oth­er pas­sen­gers. The two had their meals to­geth­er, and the lady, though friendly enough when she did go on deck or when oc­ca­sion­ally she sat in the sa­loon, was but rarely seen. This was, thought French, a likely enough ruse for the fu­git­ives to ad­opt, and his sus­pi­cions were strengthened by the fact that Miss da Silva’s gen­er­al ap­pear­ance was not un­like that of Mrs. Vane. But Mr. Jen­nings soon de­mol­ished his house of cards. The da Sil­vas were ob­vi­ously Brazili­an. They, or rather the girl, for the old man had been too feeble even to deal with the busi­ness of the tick­ets, spoke flu­ent Por­tuguese, the Por­tuguese of a nat­ive, and her Eng­lish was not only broken, but was spoken as a Por­tuguese alone speaks it. Be­sides, she looked like a Por­tuguese. They lived at Rio, so Mr. Jen­nings had gathered, and had vis­ited Eng­land to see Mr. da Silva’s broth­er, a Lon­don mer­chant. They had booked to Para, near where oth­er re­l­at­ives lived, and from where they would re­turn to Rio. They had taken tick­ets and re­served their state­rooms some time be­fore the Vanes.

			French was dis­ap­poin­ted. He booked on to Lis­bon on chance, then not wish­ing to be seen, he re­tired to his cab­in, leav­ing Ser­geant Carter to watch the lad­der lead­ing to the shore boats.

			As he sat smoking be­side the open porthole, he kept on rack­ing his brains for some meth­od of solv­ing his prob­lem, but at last it was a chance word of the purs­er’s that give him his idea. Mr. Jen­nings had dropped in just after the ship, push­ing out between the two great stone moles of the har­bour, had dipped her nose in­to the deep, slow-mov­ing At­lantic swell, and he had said: “Talk­ing of dis­guises, it’s a pity you couldn’t dis­guise your­self and come in­to the sa­loon to­night, Mr. French. We are hav­ing our first sing­song, and you would have a good chance then of see­ing the lady pas­sen­gers.”

			“That’s rather an idea,” French had replied. “Could you not hide me some­where, say, near the door of the sa­loon through which those at­tend­ing must enter, so that I could see each as she passed?”

			Mr. Jen­nings had be­lieved it might be pos­sible, and had prom­ised to see what could be done. And then as he was tak­ing his leave, the idea flashed in­to French’s mind, and he had called him back.

			“Don’t trouble about that busi­ness in the mean­time, Mr. Jen­nings. Would it be con­veni­ent to you to call back again in half an hour? I shall have some­thing to ask you then.”

			Jen­nings glanced at him curi­ously, but all he said was “Right-o!” as he went on his busi­ness. After the al­lot­ted span he came back, and French spoke earn­estly.

			“Look here, Mr. Jen­nings, if you could do some­thing for me you’d put me un­der a heavy debt of grat­it­ude. I’ll tell you what it is. First I want you to smuggle me in­to the sa­loon be­fore the con­cert be­gins, without any­one hav­ing seen me. I want to sit in some place where I can’t be seen by a per­son en­ter­ing un­til he or she is right in­side the room. Is that pos­sible?”

			“Why, yes, I think so. I’ll fix it for you some­how. I take it your no­tion is that if the lady sees you so sud­denly and un­ex­pec­tedly she will give her­self away?”

			“Quite, but there is some­thing else, Mr. Jen­nings. That scheme would only work if she knows my ap­pear­ance, but I don’t think she does. I want someone to read this out as an item. Will you do it?”

			He handed over a sheet of pa­per which he had covered with writ­ing dur­ing his half-hour’s wait. It read:

			
				
					“Riddle.

				
				“A prize of a 5-lb. box of chocol­ates is offered for the best an­swer to the fol­low­ing riddle:

				
					
						“If she is Winter in Com­edy,
						

						Ward in Olympic,
						

						Root in Sa­voy, and
						

						Vane in Crewe,
						

						What is she on the Enoch?”
					

				

			

			Mr. Jen­nings looked some­what mys­ti­fied.

			“I don’t quite get you?” he sug­ges­ted.

			“Wo­man’s ali­ases and the places where she used them.”

			Some­thing like ad­mir­a­tion showed in the purs­er’s eyes.

			“My word! Some no­tion, that! If the wo­man is there and hasn’t smelt a rat, she’ll give her­self away when she hears that. But why don’t you read it your­self?”

			“If she makes a move to leave I want to be out be­fore her. If she leaves, it will mean that her hus­band is not present, and I want to get her be­fore she can warn him. Carter’ll be on the same job.”

			“Well, I’ll read it if you like, but frankly I’d rather you had someone else to do it.”

			“What about Cap­tain Dav­is?”

			Jen­nings glanced round and sank his voice.

			“If you take my ad­vice, you’ll leave the old man out of it al­to­geth­er. He just mightn’t ap­prove. He treats the pas­sen­gers as his guests, and bluff­ing them like that mightn’t ap­peal to him.”

			“But I’m not bluff­ing them,” French re­tor­ted with a twinkle in his eye. He drew a pound note from his pock­et and passed it over. “That’s for the chocol­ates, and who­ever puts in the best an­swer gets it. It’s all per­fectly straight and above board. Wheth­er we get the wo­man over it or not no one need ever know.”

			The purs­er smiled, but shook his head doubt­fully.

			“Well, it’s your fu­ner­al. Any­way, I’ve said I’ll go through with it, and I will.”

			“Good!” French was once more his hearty, com­pla­cent self. “Now there is an­oth­er mat­ter if this one fails. Mrs. Vane may stay in her cab­in. I want you to check the wo­men present by your list, and give me a note of any ab­sent­ees. Then I shall go round their cab­ins and make some ex­cuse to see each.”

			The purs­er agreed to this also. “I’ll send you some din­ner here, and at once,” he ad­ded as he rose to take his leave, “then I’ll come for you while the pas­sen­gers are din­ing, and get you fixed up in the sa­loon.”

			“Bet­ter send Carter here, and he can dine with me while I ex­plain the thing to him.”

			When Mr. Jen­nings had gone, French stood in front of his porthole gaz­ing out over the heav­ing wa­ters. Day­light had com­pletely gone, but there was a clear sky and a bril­liant full moon. The sea looked like a ghostly plain of jet with, lead­ing away across it, a huge road of light, its edges spark­ling with myri­ad flashes of sil­ver. His cab­in was on the port side, and some three miles off he could dimly trace the white line of surf beat­ing along the cliffs of the coast. The sea looked hor­ribly cold, and he turned from it with a slight shud­der as the door opened and Ser­geant Carter entered.

			“Ah, Carter, Mr. Jen­nings is send­ing us in some din­ner. We’ll have it to­geth­er. I have a job on for to­night,” and he ex­plained his plan and the part his sub­or­din­ate was to play therein. Carter said, “Yes, sir,” stolidly to everything, but French could see he was im­pressed.

			Shortly be­fore eight, Mr. Jen­nings ap­peared and beckoned his fel­low-con­spir­at­ors to fol­low him. They passed quickly across the deck and along some pas­sages, and reached the sa­loon un­ob­served. There they found that the purs­er had placed two arm­chairs for their use close to the door, but hid­den from out­side it by screens. From French’s chair the face of each per­son who entered the room would be vis­ible, while Carter’s was ar­ranged so that he could see all those of the seated audi­ence which were out of French’s im­me­di­ate pur­view.

			The con­cert was timed for half-past eight and be­fore that hour little groups of people began to ar­rive. French, with a nov­el open on his knees, sat scru­tin­ising un­os­ten­ta­tiously each per­son as he or she entered. Once he stared with in­creased eager­ness, as a dark, stout­ish wo­man entered with two men. It seemed to him that she bore some re­semb­lance to the pho­to­graph, but as he watched her for­eign ges­tures and as he listened to her rap­id con­ver­sa­tion in some un­known lan­guage, he felt sure she could not be the wo­man he sought. He called a passing stew­ard, and learned from him that she was the Miss da Silva whom he had already sus­pec­ted and ac­quit­ted in his mind.

			As the time drew on the sa­loon gradu­ally filled, but nowhere did he see any­one whose ap­pear­ance he thought sus­pi­cious. When the hour ar­rived, the pro­ceed­ings were opened with a short re­cit­al by a well-known pi­an­ist who was mak­ing the voy­age to Madeira for his health.

			French was not mu­sic­al, but even if he had been he would have paid but scant at­ten­tion to the pro­gramme. He was too busily en­gaged in cov­ertly scru­tin­ising the faces of the men and wo­men around him. He was dimly con­scious that the well-known pi­an­ist brought his con­tri­bu­tion to an end with a bril­liant and highly dex­ter­ous feat of manu­al gym­nastics, that two ladies—or was it three—sang, that a deep-toned basso growled out some­thing that he took to be a Scotch song, and that a quiet, rather pretty girl played some pleas­ant-sound­ing melody on a vi­ol­in, when his at­ten­tion was sud­denly gal­van­ised in­to eager life and fixed with an ex­pect­ant thrill on what was tak­ing place. Mr. Jen­nings had as­cen­ded the plat­form.

			“Ladies and gen­tle­men,” the purs­er said in his pleas­antly mod­u­lated voice, “while pos­sibly it may be true that the days of riddles have passed, and while it cer­tainly is true that the middle of a con­cert is not the hap­pi­est time for ask­ing them, still per­haps you will al­low me to put this one to you. It is a top­ic­al riddle con­cern­ing our voy­age made up by one of our com­pany, and he of­fers a prize of this large box of chocol­ates for the best solu­tion. The riddle is this, and I can let any­one who cares to con­sider it have a copy: ‘If she is Winter in Com­edy, Ward in Olympic, Root in Sa­voy, and Vane in Crewe, what is she aboard the Enoch?’ ”

			The audi­ence listened with good-hu­moured at­ten­tion, and for a mo­ment Mr. Jen­nings stood mo­tion­less, still smil­ing pleas­antly. The little buzz of con­ver­sa­tion which usu­ally sprang up between the items had not yet be­gun, and save for the faint, all-per­vad­ing mur­mur of the en­gines, the gently sway­ing sa­loon was mo­ment­ar­ily still. Then through the si­lence came a slight though un­ex­pec­ted sound. Miss da Silva’s hand­bag had slipped off her knee, and the met­al hasp had struck the par­quet floor with a sharp tap.

			French glanced at her face with a sud­den thrill. It had gone a queer shade of yel­low­ish brown, and her hand, hanging down by her side, was clenched till the knuckles showed the same liv­id brown­ish hue. She evid­ently had not no­ticed her bag fall, and in her fixed and star­ing eyes there grew the shad­ow of a ter­rible fear. No one but French seemed to have no­ticed her emo­tion, and a man be­side her stooped to pick up the bag. At the same time the si­lence was broken by a stout, mil­it­ary-look­ing old gen­tle­man, who with some “Ha, ha’s!” and “Be Gad’s!” ad­jured the com­pany to set about solv­ing the puzzle, and con­ver­sa­tion be­came gen­er­al. Miss da Silva rose quietly and moved rather un­stead­ily to­wards the door.

			For French to get up and open the door for her was an act of com­mon po­lite­ness. With a slight bow he held it as she passed through, then fol­low­ing her im­me­di­ately, he closed it be­hind him.

			They were alone in the pas­sage lead­ing to the com­pan­ion­way, and as he glanced keenly at her face he felt no fur­ther doubt. Dis­guised by some adroit al­ter­a­tions to hair and eye­brows, and, he be­lieved, with a dif­fer­ently-shaped set of false teeth, a darkened com­plex­ion and glasses, there stood be­fore him the ori­gin­al of the pho­to­graphs. He laid his hand on her arm.

			“Miss Winter,” he said gravely, “I am In­spect­or French of Scot­land Yard. I ar­rest you on a charge of be­ing con­cerned in the murder of Charles Geth­ing and the theft of pre­cious stones and money from Messrs. Duke & Pe­abody’s on the 25th of Novem­ber last.”

			The wo­man did not reply, but like a flash her free arm went to her mouth. French grasped wildly and caught it. She gulped, and at the same mo­ment reeled. French, him­self trem­bling and with beads of per­spir­a­tion on his fore­head, laid her gently on the floor, where she lay un­con­scious. He hast­ily stepped back in­to the sa­loon, and moved quietly to where he had seen the ship’s doc­tor sit­ting, whispered in his ear. Ser­geant Carter got up at the same mo­ment, and a second later the two de­tect­ives stood look­ing down with troubled faces, while Dr. San­di­ford knelt be­side the mo­tion­less fig­ure on the floor.

			“Good God!” he cried at once, “she’s dead!” He put his nose to her lips. “Prus­sic acid!” He gazed up at his com­pan­ions with a coun­ten­ance of hor­ri­fied sur­prise.

			“Yes; sui­cide,” said French shortly. “Get her moved to my cab­in be­fore any­one comes.”

			The doc­tor, ig­nor­ant of the cir­cum­stances, looked at the oth­er with a sud­den sus­pi­cion, but on French’s hur­ried ex­plan­a­tion he nod­ded, and the three men bore the still form off and laid it rev­er­ently on the sofa in the In­spect­or’s state­room.

			“When you’ve ex­amined her, tell the Cap­tain,” French said. “Mean­time Carter and I must go and ar­rest the poor creature’s hus­band. You might show me his cab­in when you’re through.”

			A few seconds suf­ficed the doc­tor for his ex­am­in­a­tion, and then in si­lence he led the way to a cab­in on the boat deck. French knocked, and in­stantly open­ing the door, passed in­side, fol­lowed by the oth­ers.

			It was a large, roomy state­room, fit­ted up as a private sit­ting-room, an open door re­veal­ing a bed­room bey­ond. The room had a com­fort­able, used ap­pear­ance. Books and pa­pers lay about, a box of chess­men and a pack of cards were on a lock­er, while in a lounge chair lay a wo­man’s crochet work. On a table stood an empty cof­fee cup and the smell of a good ci­gar was heavy in the air.

			In an arm­chair un­der the elec­tric light, clad in a dress­ing-gown and slip­pers, sat an old gen­tle­man, the ci­gar in one hand and a book in the oth­er. He seemed a tall man, and his long hair was pure white. He wore a long white beard and mous­tache, and had bushy white eye­brows. He sat star­ing at the in­truders with sur­prise and ap­par­ent an­noy­ance.

			But as his eyes settled on French’s face their ex­pres­sion changed. Amazement, in­credu­lity, and a grow­ing hor­ror ap­peared in rap­id suc­ces­sion. French ad­vanced, but the oth­er sat mo­tion­less, his eyes still fixed on his vis­it­or’s with a dread­ful in­tens­ity, like that of an an­im­al fas­cin­ated by a snake. And then French began to stare in his turn. There was some­thing fa­mil­i­ar about those eyes. They were a pe­cu­li­ar shade of dark blue that he re­called very clearly. And there was a mole, a tiny brown mole be­neath the corner of the left one, which he had cer­tainly seen not long pre­vi­ously. So, for an ap­pre­ciable time both re­mained mo­tion­less, star­ing at one an­oth­er.

			Sud­denly French re­called where he had seen that shade of iris and that mole. With a mur­mur of amazement he stepped for­ward. “Mr. Duke!” he cried.

			The oth­er with a snarl of an­ger was fum­bling des­per­ately in his pock­et. Like a flash, French and Carter threw them­selves on him and caught his arm as it was halfway to his mouth. In the fin­gers was a tiny white pil­ule. In an­oth­er second he was hand­cuffed, and French’s skil­ful fin­gers had passed over his clothes and ab­strac­ted from his pock­et a tiny phi­al con­tain­ing a few more of the little white mes­sen­gers of death. At the same mo­ment Cap­tain Dav­is ap­peared at the door.

			“Shut the door, if you please, Cap­tain,” French begged. “The Yard was right after all. This is the man.”

			A few sen­tences put the Cap­tain in pos­ses­sion of the facts, and then French gently and with real kind­ness in his tones broke the news of Miss Winter’s death to his un­happy pris­on­er. But the man ex­pressed only re­lief.

			“Thank God!” he cried with evid­ently over­whelm­ing emo­tion. “She was quick­er than I. Thank God she was in time! I don’t care what hap­pens to my­self now that she’s out of it. If it wasn’t for my daugh­ter”—his voice broke—“I’d be thank­ful it was over. I’ve lived in hell for the last few months. Wherever I turn I see Geth­ing’s eyes look­ing at me. It’s been hell, just hell! I shouldn’t wish my worst en­emy to go through what I have. I ad­mit the whole busi­ness. All I ask is that you get on and make an end quickly.”

			The whole scene had been en­acted so quickly that French, after his first mo­ment of over­whelm­ing sur­prise, had not had time to think, but presently, after the im­me­di­ate ex­i­gen­cies of the situ­ation had been met, the mys­tery of this amaz­ing dénoue­ment struck him even more for­cibly. He felt al­most as if he had glimpsed the su­per­nat­ur­al, as if he had been present and had seen one raised from the dead. Mr. Duke was dead, at least so un­til a few minutes earli­er he had un­ques­tion­ingly be­lieved. The evid­ence of that death was over­whelm­ing. And yet—it was false! What trick had the man played? How had he man­aged so com­pletely to de­ceive all con­cerned as to the events of that mys­ter­i­ous cross­ing from Har­wich to the Hook? French felt it would not be easy to con­trol his im­pa­tience un­til he learned how the thing had been done, and the more he thought of the whole prob­lem, the more eager he grew to be back at the Yard so that he might once again at­tack it, this time with the prac­tic­al cer­tainty of clear­ing up all the fea­tures of the case which still re­mained ob­scure.

			The next af­ter­noon they dropped an­chor in the Tagus off Lis­bon, and there French trans­ferred with his pris­on­er to a home­ward-bound liner. On the third morn­ing after they were in Liv­er­pool, and the same night reached Lon­don.

		
	
		
			
				XX

				Con­clu­sion

			
			Giv­en the key of the iden­tity of the mur­der­er, it was not long be­fore In­spect­or French had un­earthed all the de­tails of the murder of Charles Geth­ing and the theft of the dia­monds, and had ar­ranged them with a due re­gard to their prop­er bear­ing and se­quence. And he found, as he had so of­ten found be­fore, that what had seemed a com­plic­ated and in­sol­uble mys­tery was really a very simple hap­pen­ing after all. Briefly the facts which came out, partly as the res­ult of a re­newed in­vest­ig­a­tion, and partly from Mr. Duke’s con­fes­sion, were as fol­lows:

			Re­gin­ald Ains­ley Duke had lived a happy and con­ten­ted life un­til a ter­rible calam­ity be­fell him—his wife’s brain gave way, and with splen­did phys­ic­al health she had to be re­moved to an asylum, a dan­ger­ous and in­cur­able lun­at­ic. Though he had nev­er been pas­sion­ately in love with her, they had been sin­cerely at­tached, and for some time he was crushed be­neath the blow. But in his case, as in oth­ers, time softened the sharp­ness of his grief, and this ter­rible peri­od of his life gradu­ally be­came a hideous though fad­ing night­mare. Then he saw Miss Cis­sie Winter act at the Com­edy, and feel­ing at­trac­ted to her, he ar­ranged a meet­ing. The at­trac­tion proved to be mu­tu­al, and oth­er meet­ings fol­lowed, as a res­ult of which he fell vi­ol­ently, over­whelm­ingly in love with her. To his un­boun­ded and ec­stat­ic de­light, he found his pas­sion was re­turned.

			Their prob­lem then was a com­mon one. Ob­vi­ously they could not marry, so after much thought they did what a good many oth­er people would have done in their place—set up an un­con­ven­tion­al house­hold. Their dif­fi­culty was Duke’s daugh­ter. Had it not been for her, they would have taken no trouble to hide their pre­dic­a­ment. But Duke did not want any stigma to rest on her, and with Miss Winter’s ap­prov­al he de­cided to live a double life and keep two es­tab­lish­ments. A simple dis­guise be­ing ne­ces­sary, he took for his mod­el Vander­kemp, partly be­cause the trav­el­ler was some­what of his own height and build, and partly in the hope that were he at any time fol­lowed from the of­fice to his second dwell­ing, he might be mis­taken for Vander­kemp. With the help of the act­ress, he evolved a makeup, con­sist­ing of a wig, a false mous­tache and glasses, and ex­changed his own up­right car­riage for Vander­kemp’s stoop. As Duke he re­tained his own per­son­al­ity, as Vane he wore the makeup. Their plan had met with such suc­cess that no sus­pi­cions were aroused. To his daugh­ter he ex­plained his fre­quent ab­sences by say­ing he had to keep in con­stant touch with the Am­s­ter­dam branch, and the ser­vants at Pen­ning­ton, the fore­run­ner of Crewe Lodge, were giv­en to un­der­stand he was a trav­el­ler for a firm of en­gin­eers.

			The ar­range­ment worked suc­cess­fully un­til the war began to in­ter­fere with the profits of his busi­ness, and then the keep­ing up of his two homes be­came a bur­den great­er than he could bear. For a time he struggled on, but an in­si­di­ous tempta­tion had be­gun to haunt him, and the great­er his dif­fi­culties grew the stronger it be­came. Here was he vir­tu­ally in con­trol of the busi­ness. His part­ners gave it but little at­ten­tion. Pe­abody was old and dod­der­ing, and Sin­na­mond was well-off and spent most of his time trav­el­ling. A little jug­gling with fig­ures, a few slight al­ter­a­tions to the books, and he would have all the money he wanted. He res­isted with all his strength, but even in do­ing so he saw fresh ways in which the thing could be car­ried out—with ab­so­lute safety, as he be­lieved—and even­tu­ally he fell. His plans worked as he had ex­pec­ted, his fin­an­cial dif­fi­culties were met, and he con­grat­u­lated him­self that all would be well.

			But there was one thing on which he had not reckoned. He for­got that a man can­not start a de­ceit or a swindle and stop when he likes. He soon dis­covered that each fals­i­fied entry re­quired some fur­ther ma­nip­u­la­tion to but­tress it up, and in spite of all his ef­forts he found him­self be­com­ing more and more deeply in­volved. And then came the in­ev­it­able un­fore­seen cata­strophe. His head clerk, Charles Geth­ing, began to sus­pect. He made an in­vest­ig­a­tion, con­firmed his sus­pi­cions, and with char­ac­ter­ist­ic straight­for­ward­ness showed his dis­cov­er­ies to his em­ploy­er, de­clar­ing that his duty re­quired him to call in the oth­er part­ners.

			Duke, see­ing he was up against it, played for time by stoutly swear­ing that Geth­ing had made a mis­take and prom­ising him a com­plete ex­plan­a­tion and proof that all the books were in or­der, if the clerk would only wait un­til he got some bal­an­cing fig­ures from the Am­s­ter­dam of­fice. He left that even­ing for Crewe Lodge, and there he told Miss Winter the whole story. That as­tute lady saw that though through the simple ex­pedi­ent of wear­ing a wed­ding ring she had covered up their first de­par­ture from or­tho­doxy, this was a dif­fer­ent mat­ter. Here dis­cov­ery would mean pris­on for her lov­er and des­ti­tu­tion for her­self. It did not take her long to make up her mind that there should be no dis­cov­ery.

			Ex­er­cising all her arts, she suc­ceeded after a struggle in bring­ing Duke round to her way of think­ing, and the two set their wits to work to de­vise a scheme by which to safe­guard them­selves. Miss Winter sup­plied the main idea of the plan; Duke, who was thor­ough rather than bril­liant, worked out the de­tails. In short, the scheme was to stage a rob­bery at the of­fice, murder Geth­ing, get hold of as many stones as pos­sible, and then make a leis­urely de­par­ture for dis­tant and more healthy spheres.

			Miss Winter had a com­plete and firsthand know­ledge both of Brazil and the United States. Her fath­er was Eng­lish, but hav­ing as a young man been sent to Rio as rep­res­ent­at­ive of his firm, he had settled down there, mar­ried a Por­tuguese wife, and made his home in the Brazili­an cap­it­al. His daugh­ter had a geni­us for act­ing, and on her par­ents’ death while she was yet in her teens, she suc­ceeded in get­ting a start on the Rio stage. After five years, she ac­cep­ted an en­gage­ment with an en­ter­pris­ing New York man­ager who had seen her act dur­ing a vis­it to Brazil. Two years later she came to Lon­don, and had there met Mr. Duke as already stated.

			This know­ledge of Brazil and Amer­ica sup­plied the found­a­tion of her scheme. Brazil rep­res­en­ted an ideal coun­try to which to re­tire after the crime, and their first care was to ar­range a line of re­treat thereto. They were well known in the neigh­bour­hood as Mr. and Mrs. Vane and had no dif­fi­culty in get­ting the cer­ti­fic­ates and let­ters of re­com­mend­a­tion ne­ces­sary to ob­tain their Brazili­an pass­ports. Hav­ing re­ceived the pass­ports, Duke forged sim­il­ar cer­ti­fic­ates and let­ters in the names of da Silva, and hav­ing with the aid of Miss Winter’s the­at­ric­al know­ledge made them­selves up in char­ac­ter, they ap­plied at the same of­fice a second time, ob­tain­ing two more pass­ports in the as­sumed names. Thus they had two sets of Brazili­an pass­ports in the names of Vane and da Silva re­spect­ively.

			The next point was to pro­cure some ready money im­me­di­ately after the crime, to en­able the fu­git­ives to pur­chase the ne­ces­sary tick­ets to Brazil, and for the host of oth­er ex­penses which were cer­tain to arise. With this ob­ject, the vis­it of Mrs. Vane to New York was ar­ranged. She was to travel there by one line and im­me­di­ately re­turn by an­oth­er. Dur­ing the voy­age home she was care­fully to ob­serve the pas­sen­gers, and se­lect the most suit­able per­son she could find to im­per­son­ate. She was to make friends with this wo­man, find out all she could about her, and ob­serve her care­fully so as to ob­tain as much data as pos­sible to help on the fraud. On ar­rival at Southamp­ton she was to see her pro­to­type off at the sta­tion, as­cer­tain­ing her des­tin­a­tion, then go­ing to some hotel, she was to make the ne­ces­sary changes in her ap­pear­ance, pro­ceed to Lon­don in her new char­ac­ter, and put up where she was un­likely to meet the oth­er. On the next day she was to in­ter­view Wil­li­ams, and if all had gone well up to this point she was to tele­phone to Duke from a pub­lic call of­fice, so that he could pro­ceed with his part of the af­fair. Fi­nally she was to meet him at 9:45 on the next even­ing on the emer­gency stair­case of the Hol­born Tube sta­tion to ob­tain from him the por­tion of the spoils destined for Wil­li­ams.

			In the mean­time, Duke was to pa­ci­fy Geth­ing by prom­ising him a full ex­plan­a­tion of the ap­par­ent dis­crep­an­cies, to­geth­er with a sight of the ac­tu­al cash needed to put mat­ters right, on the re­ceipt of cer­tain let­ters from Amer­ica. He was also to get to­geth­er as large a col­lec­tion of stones as he pos­sibly could. He was then to ask Geth­ing to meet him at the of­fice on the even­ing in ques­tion—the even­ing of the day of Miss Winter’s first in­ter­view with Wil­li­ams—to go in­to the whole mat­ter and see the proofs that all was right. Hav­ing thus got Geth­ing in­to his power, he was to murder him, take out the dia­monds and some money that was also in the safe, and hav­ing handed over to Miss Winter the few stones for Wil­li­ams, go home as quickly as pos­sible with the re­mainder.

			Though this scheme seemed to them good, the con­spir­at­ors were not sat­is­fied with it, and they ad­ded on three ad­di­tion­al fea­tures to safe­guard them­selves still fur­ther in the event of sus­pi­cion be­ing aroused.

			The first of these was an alibi for Mr. Duke. He ar­ranged that he would dine and spend the even­ing at his club with his so­li­cit­or, leav­ing at a cer­tain def­in­ite pre­arranged hour. By suit­able re­marks to the so­li­cit­or and the club port­ers, he would fix this hour, and by sim­il­ar re­marks to his ser­vants he would es­tab­lish the time at which he reached his house. The in­ter­val between would be suf­fi­cient to en­able him to walk home, and he would take care to in­form the po­lice that he had so oc­cu­pied it. But in real­ity he would taxi from near the club to near the of­fice, com­mit the murder, and re­turn to Hamp­stead by tube.

			The second safe­guard took the form of an at­tempt to throw sus­pi­cion on to Vander­kemp. In car­ry­ing this out, Duke him­self typed the secret in­struc­tions which brought the trav­el­ler to Lon­don, and he gave Geth­ing or­ders to see Vander­kemp on his ar­rival, send him on his wild goose chase to the Con­tin­ent, and hand him some of the notes of which he had reas­on to be­lieve the bank had the num­bers, and which he af­ter­wards swore were stolen from the safe.

			Events after the crime moved so well from the con­spir­at­ors’ point of view that they did not at first put their third safe­guard in­to ac­tion. In­deed they began to think that even re­tire­ment to Brazil would be un­ne­ces­sary, and that they could con­tin­ue their life in Lon­don as formerly. But the chance re­mark of In­spect­or French to Duke that he had dis­covered that the elu­sive Mrs. X was Miss Cis­sie Winter showed that their house of cards was fall­ing to the ground, and im­me­di­ate flight be­came im­per­at­ive. Duke, afraid to vis­it Crewe Lodge, wrote the warn­ing in a cipher on which they had pre­vi­ously agreed. But by one of those strange chances which in­ter­fere to up­set the lives and plans of mor­tals, just after he had pos­ted it the guilty pair met in a tube train. Loiter­ing in a pas­sage till they were alone, Duke gave his news by word of mouth. Then Miss Winter made the slip which com­passed their down­fall—she for­got about the cipher let­ter which Duke had said he had sent, and fled, leav­ing the let­ter to fall in­to the hands of the po­lice.

			Duke then pro­ceeded to carry out his third safe­guard—to fake a sui­cide in or­der to ac­count for his dis­ap­pear­ance. This he did by means of a trick which they had care­fully worked out be­fore­hand, and which they also in­ten­ded to em­ploy on the Booth liner to put the de­tect­ives off in case sus­pi­cion should be aroused. In his per­son­al­ity of Duke, he bought at Cook’s of­fice a re­turn tick­et from Lon­don to Am­s­ter­dam via Har­wich, en­ga­ging his berth for that night and im­press­ing his iden­tity on the clerk. He then went on to Liv­er­pool Street and in his per­son­al­ity of Vane he took a re­turn tick­et from Lon­don to Brus­sels by the same route. As Duke he had the pass­port he used on his oc­ca­sion­al vis­its to Am­s­ter­dam. As Vane he had ob­tained a pass­port for Hol­land and Bel­gi­um some eight­een months earli­er, when he and Miss Winter had gone there for a short hol­i­day.

			As Duke he trav­elled down on the boat train to Har­wich, choos­ing his car­riage so that he would be among the first on board. He gave up his tick­et at the of­fice, re­ceived his land­ing tick­et, and was shown to his cab­in. There he ar­ranged his things and left the note for his daugh­ter. Then he put on his Vane makeup, slipped out of the cab­in un­ob­served, and join­ing the last strag­glers from the train, presen­ted his second tick­et and was shown to the cab­in he had re­served as Vane. As Vane next day he went ashore, leav­ing be­hind him in­con­tro­vert­ible evid­ence of the death of Duke.

			At Rot­ter­dam he took tick­ets for re­turn via Hull, and trav­el­ling to Leeds, put up at the Vic­tory Hotel un­til the date of the sail­ing of the Enoch. He and Miss Winter joined forces in the train between Leeds and Liv­er­pool, and on go­ing on board the liner they at­temp­ted to throw any pur­su­ing de­tect­ive off the scent by car­ry­ing out the same ruse by which Duke had faked his sui­cide. They had taken two sets of tick­ets—one set at Cook’s to Manáos in the name of Vane, and the oth­er at the Booth Line of­fices to Para in the name of da Silva, and had en­gaged state­rooms and tried to im­press their per­son­al­it­ies on the clerks on each oc­ca­sion. They had fur­ther provided them­selves with sets of large and small suit­cases. The small ones, in which they packed their clothes and the dia­monds, they la­belled “da Silva,” the large ones they la­belled “Vane.” They then put the “da Silva” suit­cases in­side the “Vane,” went on board as Vane, and were shown to their cab­in. As Vane, they went back to purs­er and said they were go­ing ashore. They went out on deck in the dir­ec­tion of the gang­way, but in­stead of cross­ing it they re­gained their cab­in, made up as the da Sil­vas, took out their small da Silva suit­cases, and slip­ping un­seen from the cab­in, re­turned to the Purs­er as hav­ing just come on board.

			The scheme as a whole worked out ac­cord­ing to plan—save for Miss Winter’s lapse in omit­ting to wait for and des­troy the cipher let­ter—but though the prin­cipals did not know it, a co­in­cid­ence took place which came with­in an ace of wreck­ing it. When Sylvia and Har­ring­ton were driv­ing home from the East End on the night of the crime they saw Mr. Duke turn out of Hat­ton Garden in­to Hol­born. He was hur­ry­ing anxiously along the pave­ment with very dif­fer­ent mien to his usu­al up­right, leis­urely bear­ing. There was some­thing furt­ive about his ap­pear­ance, and his face, re­vealed by a bright shaft of light stream­ing from a con­fec­tion­er’s shop, was drawn and hag­gard. Fear­ing some ill news, Sylvia had stopped the taxi and hur­ried after him, but be­fore she had reached the pave­ment he had dis­ap­peared. She did not, how­ever, take the mat­ter ser­i­ously un­til at break­fast the next morn­ing he told her of the crime. Even then it nev­er oc­curred to her to sus­pect him; in fact, she had for­got­ten the in­cid­ent, but when he went on to state, as it were cas­u­ally, that he had been at his club all even­ing and had walked dir­ectly home from there, she re­membered. She real­ised that he was ly­ing, and sus­pi­cion was in­ev­it­able. In des­per­a­tion lest Har­ring­ton should un­wit­tingly give away in­form­a­tion which might put the po­lice on her fath­er’s track, she rang him up and ar­ranged an im­me­di­ate meet­ing at which she warned him of the pos­sib­il­it­ies. That af­ter­noon Har­ring­ton called to tell her how things had gone at the of­fice, and then she had over­whelmed him by in­sist­ing on the post­pone­ment of the wed­ding un­til the af­fair should be cleared up. When, how­ever, she learned that French sus­pec­ted Har­ring­ton and her­self of know­ing the crim­in­al, she thought the post­poned mar­riage might give dir­ec­tion to his in­vest­ig­a­tions, and to avoid this she gave out that the ce­re­mony had once again been ar­ranged. The poor girl’s mind was nearly un­hinged think­ing of what she should do in the event of the po­lice mak­ing an ar­rest, but for­tu­nately for her she was not called upon to make the de­cision.

			It re­mains merely to say that some weeks later Re­gin­ald Ains­ley Duke paid the su­preme pen­alty for his crimes, and his daugh­ter, hat­ing Lon­don and Eng­land for the ter­rible memor­ies they held, al­lowed her­self to be per­suaded for the third time to fix the date of the wed­ding with Charles Har­ring­ton, and to seek hap­pi­ness with him on his broth­er’s ranch in South­ern Cali­for­nia. The firm of Duke & Pe­abody weathered the storm, and the sur­viv­ing part­ners did not for­get the Geth­ing sis­ters when bal­an­cing their ac­counts.
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